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	He can't leave the room. Her room. And it's all the Order's fault. Confined to a small spacewith only the Mudblood for company, something's going to give. Maybe his sanity. Maybenot. "There," she spat. "Now your Blood's filthy too!" DM/HG. PostHBP. Now completewith the epilogue.

	 

	 

	Notes

	 

	 

	Summary: Post HBP. Ron and Harry are Horcrux hunting and Hermione has been left at Hogwarts to help the Order make it safe for the other students. Draco is forced by Snape tostay in Hogwarts for his own protection, but he can't leave the room he is given; Granger's room. Hermione is the only student trusted with this information, so her and Malfoy sharethe small space, and Draco tries to avoid insanity as he becomes increasingly isolated with only

	the Mudblood for company. Something's going togive... Mature content and themes, and explicit language.

	Disclaimer:Don'townanything...checkmypurse...Cool,abat!
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	ChapterNotes

	See the end of the chapter fornotes

	 

	 

	People often said that in times of turbulence, you learned to appreciate the little things.Poetic and whimsical notions like sunsets, the sounds of birds and the varying colours of daintyflowers.

	Well, Hermione could safely tell those people that it was allbollocks. Bollocks. Bollocks. Bollocks.

	Sunsets were pretty much the same everyday, squawking birds were actually very annoying and gave her a headache, and she could really care less about the hues and shades offlowers. They all died anyway; all wilted into ugly, shrivelled shapes. Especially when winter was starting to strangle life out of the world.

	No, when times were bad, and they really were, it pretty much distracted you fromeverything else. Everything else was irrelevant and distorted, clouded by the gravity of the darkness.

	Hermione had noticed that even her classes had become meaningless, and the worstthing was everyone seemed to feel the same.

	The students of Hogwarts were drowning in melancholy. All ofthem. Well, the ones that had been allowed to return.

	She'd worked out there were just over a quarter of the usual number of pupils, and all ofthem were scared; moving around the lonely corridors with glum faces and whispered tones. But

	the classes were still held, as were the Quidditch matches and other events, even thoughit was glaringly obvious that most of the students had lost the will to compete, socialise and even learn.

	McGonagall was doing her best to keep things consistent and familiar, but it waspointless. Hogwarts was pseudo-school now; just a shell with ancient walls that people had once thought were safe. But, of course, that was all bollocks too.

	It was the 1st of October, meaning Hermione had only been back at school for a couple of weeks, but it felt longer. It also meant that Dumbledore had been dead for exactly five months. No, Hogwarts was definitely not safe, and everyone knew it. The Death Eaters had breached their school, all thanks to Draco fucking Malfoy, and then Snape had murderedthe most brilliant man she would ever know.

	Voldemort was back. Well, he'd been back for a few years now, but the curse of his return was becoming louder and more threatening with each day that passed. She was petrified. That's right. Screw the stereotypes that came were her Gryffindor colours, sometimes itwas rational to be frightened.

	 

	
It certainly didn't help that her two supposed best friends had left her here all alone. Yes,Harry and Ron were currently traipsing all over the country searching for Horcruxes.Without her. She wasn't sure where the reasoning had been in that decision but it had been Lupin's suggestion. She loved her friends dearly, but if she was right Harry was probably having a mental breakdown every hour, and Ron would most likely be tripping over his own feet.

	She knew it hadn't been their decision, but she couldn't help the resentment thathad burrowed into her brain. At least they had each other.

	She had been left here to assist McGonagall with turning Hogwarts into a shelter. A safeplace. There were a few other Order members here such as Seamus and Dean, and Ginnywas helping along with the rest of the professors. The youngest Weasley was nice enough, but she didn'tcomeclosetofillingthegaptheboyshadleftherwith.Forthemostpart,Hermione felt significantly alone.

	She'd been given the title of Head Girl of course, possibly so she could have her own room to help with the Order's plans. Or perhaps it was so she could have some freedom to lock herself in the library at night with the hopes assisting the cause. Or maybe it was because she wasthe infamous best friend of Harry Potter, and was supposed to provide some symbol of hope to

	the miserable souls that were haunting Hogwarts. Whichever it was, she was glad shecould help, but she'd have rather stayed with Ron and Harry.

	Michael Corner was Head Boy, but she'd never really found out why he'd been chosen. Itwas probably just because he'd been a prefect and a member of Dumbledore's Army, but she doubted he was doing much in the way of preparation for the Order. She could have askedhim, of course, or even attempted to make conversation with any of the other students, but

	the only person she really spoke to these days was McGonagall. She was toobusy...too immersed in her desperation to help.

	HerHeadGirldormfeltempty.Hollow.

	Near the Gryffindor Tower, there was her bedroom, a little kitchenette, a small living space, the bathroom, and another bedroom. The bedroom that Harry would have probablyoccupiedif he'd been chosen as Head Boy. Corner had his own Head dormitory near the Ravenclaw

	Tower, and for that she was grateful. If she was going to be angry and anxious about thestate of the world, she didn't want anyone but Harry and Ron to know about it.

	But, as she had noted so many times, they weren't here. They sent her one letter every fortnight, careful not to owl any more in case it alerted Voldemort to theirHorcrux-hunt.

	So,yes.Thingswerebad.Remarkablybad.

	So bad that the words in front of her were just sliding over her brain and escaping her attention. It had just passed midnight when she'd made her way to the library toresearch Horcruxes again, spurred on by her passionate insomnia.

	It was easily two in the morning now. The place was obviously empty, and only the faint glowofherLumosgaveanyindicationoflifebetweenthelabyrinthofbookshelves.She

	 

	
rubbed her sleep-deprived eyes and tried to focus on the blurry letters and shapes, but itwasdifficult.

	"Right," she mumbled to herself, trailing her fingertip under the sentence to steady hergaze. "'The first known wizard to create a Horcrux was Herpo the Foul, and they can only be...

	Bugger...

	She'dalreadyreadthatsentencetwice.

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	"You are insane," he spat harshly, stopping in his tracks. "I don't know which of yourcrazy potions you've knocked back, but there is no way I am going back there."

	"And I suppose you have a better idea?" Snape tuned slowly to face his companion,regarding the young man impatiently.

	"Have you forgotten what we did in there?" he questioned, raising his fury-trembling hand to indicatethedimly-litschool."I'llbekilledonthebloodyspotifIsteponefootinthatplace!"

	"We do not have time for these arguments, Draco," the ex-professor sneered, grabbing the back of the younger wizard's collar. "I made a Vow to protect you and this is the onlyplace you will be safe-

	"Get off me!" he hissed, struggling against the grip as Snape marched towards Hogwarts.He tried to dig his heels into the ground and pry the hand away from his robes, but it was futile. "You blood traitor scum!"

	Snape stalled his long strides and adjusted his grip on Draco's clothes to bring their facesclose. It didn't show on his face, but Malfoy suddenly felt very wary of the dangerous lookin the wizard's eyes, but he didn't flinch. He was a blood traitor. Fact.

	Snape and himself had been in hiding for the last few months following the...events in Astronomy Tower. Draco wasn't stupid. He knew his failure would have consequences,but he could have never imagined the magnitude of them. The Dark Lord wanted him dead.

	Hehadn'tspokentoeitherofhisparentssince,andhehadnoideawhathadhappenedto them. He'd barely left some Shetland shack, with his only companion consisting of thegreasy and eerie man currently glaring torture at him. And he had a price on his head. Both sides wanted him dead. Peachy.

	 

	
AndthenSnapehadtoldhimthathewasaspy;thathe'dbetrayedthemallandthathewas

	one of them. Draco had vomited the barely-digested scraps they had managed to salvagethat day and spent the remainder of the evening trying to escape their Scottish hideout.

	Butwherewouldhehavegone?

	Had it not been for the fact that Voldemort wanted him Avada'd as soon as possible, hewould have disclosed that revelation for some personal gain. But he had no place with the Death Eaters any more, which left him substantially buggered; forced into following around theblood traitor who had told him he could no longer protect him.

	Head-fuck.

	AndnowhehadbroughthimtoHogwarts.

	He'dtriedtoaskquestionsabouttheextentofSnape'sinvolvementwiththeOrder,butthe odd git had characteristically said the bare minimum. Draco had wondered if insanity had finally caught up to the older man; that the whole spy concept was just the hysteric ramblings of a half-minded man. He'd murdered Dumbledore after all. But then why would he betaking him to Hogwarts if he didn't have some leverage with McGonagall and the Order?

	Allthequestionsandanxietypoundedagainsthistempleandthrobbedwithechoing reminders in his ears. But he'd had no answers. No promises. Nothing. Just left to simmer ina limbo that ached and wondering when everything had become so complicated.

	Five months in a rickety shed on some desolate Shetland Island, with only the drones of sheep to slice the silence, had left him more than a little...tense. Of course, having themost powerful wizard on Earth hunting for your corpse didn't help.

	Whatashitweek.Shitmonth.Shityear.

	"I am trying to protect you, Draco," the sinister man snapped, tightening his hold onDraco's robes. "This is the only place you will be safe-

	"I will not be safe here," the blond growled, curling his lip in disgust. "I am theirfuckingenemy-

	"You're an enemy to both sides now," Snape pointed out, continuing his steps towards Hogwarts and yanking the Malfoy heir with him. "But this side is the least likely to killyou. Professor McGonagall had already agreed to this."

	"Stupid cow," Draco barked, earning him a choking tug. "So I am to entrust my safetywith that crazy hag?"

	"Youdon'thaveachoice." His protests stopped.

	.

	 

	
***

	 

	 

	.

	Sheshivered.

	Autumn had crept up on the castle too quickly, and it squandered the cold at the back of her neck. Her breath left her mouth in silky mists and she bunched the fabric of her jumper inher fists to protect her fingers.

	Hermione jumped out of her seat when she heard the library door swing open, followedby shuffling steps. She grabbed her wand, silently ending the Lumos charm and listening carefully to the intrusive thumps against the floorboards. She made her breaths as quiet as possible, managing to rise from her seat without making the faintest noise.

	She peaked through the gaps of the bookcases, searching for a glimpse of something outof place. All the shadows mingled into one mass of almost-black, so she concentrated on the sounds. Whoever it was still lingered by the door, but was slowly making their way further into the library. Her hand tightened around her wand.

	"MissGranger?"afamiliarvoicecalled,andsherelaxedhershoulders."Areyouinhere?"

	"Lumos," the witch sighed, her feet following the friendly tone. "I'm here,ProfessorSlughorn."

	"Oh, there you are," the jittery man smiled when she came into view. "You know, we've looking everywhere for you. You really shouldn't be out this late, even if you are HeadGirl."

	"Iseverythingokay?"shequestioned,ignoringhiscomment.

	"Professor McGonagall would like to speak with you," he stated simply, leading heraway from the library. "She's in her office."

	"Is something wrong?" her brows knitted together wit concern. Why would McGonagallneed her at two in the morning?

	"I'm not sure what's going on, Miss Granger," he admitted with a harmless shrug. "I'msure everything's fine, or we would have been informed."

	"I suppose so," she nodded absently, tucking her hands in her pockets. "It just seems alittleodd."

	"In times like these, Miss Granger," he breathed, and she could hear how tired the manwas. They were all so tired. "I'm surprised you can still find anything odd."

	"Fairpoint."

	 

	
"I will walk you to the office," he told her, his voice croaking with fatigue. "Would youlike me to wait outside for you to make sure you get back to your room safely?"

	"That's not necessary," she dismissed with a little shake of her head. "My room is onlya small walk from McGonagall's office. Plus, you look very tired, Sir."

	"I was woken rather suddenly," he confessed, smothering a yawn into his sleeve. "Butthen, you were reading in the library. Are you sleeping okay, Miss Granger?"

	"Wellenough,"shelied.

	"Might I recommend some Dreamless Sleep Potion?" he suggested, giving her ameaningful look. "I could brew you some for tomorrow?"

	"No, thank you," she offered him a weak smile. "I have some Muggle sleeping pills I cantakeif I really need to, but I'm fine, Professor. Really."

	"If you say so, Miss Granger," he relented, stopping as they reached the door to the passageway that would take her to McGonagall's office. "I shall leave you herethen."

	"Thank you, Professor Slughorn," she nodded politely, waiting until the wizardhad disappeared down the corridor before she mumbled the password. "Tabby cat."

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	Draco was sat in an oversized chair, grinding his teeth and chewing his tongue. The two professors were bickering in front of him, and it had taken every bit of self-control not scream at the pair. If McGonagall wasn't clutching her wand defensively, he wouldhave probably hexed them by now, or at least cast a few silencing charms to block out there scratching tones.

	"I agreed to meet you, Severus," the witch spoke harshly. "I made no such promise thatI would actually let him stay here."

	"There is nowhere else," Snape stated calmly, turning his eyes to Draco for a moment. "Ifthe Dark Lord finds him, then he will kill him, Minerva."

	"And you would have me put the rest of the students in jeopardy?" she snapped, herScottish accent thick and reminding Draco of his vile stay in the North. Always hiding...

	"You are trying to protect the students," the sullen wizard spoke. "He needs protectionmore than anyone-

	 

	
"That boy is the reason this place was attacked!" she shouted, pointing an accusing fingerat him. "That boy-

	"Is a child," Snape interrupted, ignoring the offended grunt from the otherwisesilent teenager. "He was mislead, Minerva."

	Draco's eyes shot up at those words, and he analysed the man he had once trusted withwary scepticism. It felt odd and degrading to be defended by someone he now despised.

	"He knew what he was doing," the headmistress said quietly, her conservative tone backinto place. "And if he hadn't been so foolish, things would be very different-

	"TheDarkLordwouldstillbeathreat,"hereasonedcarefully."YouknowthatAlbus-

	"Don't you dare try to bribe me with his memory!" she warned, her voice rising a decibelthat harassed her own ears. "Don't you dare, Severus-

	"You know I'm right," he said with a subtle force. "You know full well how determinedhe was to ensure Draco didn't follow...that path."

	The Malfoy heir felt his jaw slacken. The inevitable questions flooded his brain too quickly, and he hissed the air through his teeth. The old oaf had taken an interest in him? Hadwanted to keep him away from the dark path? And Snape knew this? Just more secrets; moresplinters into his brain.

	"Whatthehell-

	"I warned you to keep your mouth shut," Snape drawled purposefully, not even botheringto glance at him. "Minerva, you know Albus would have let him stay-

	"Well," she sighed, massaging her forehead with her age-creased hand. "Albus'benevolence could have been considered his downfall, alongside his desire to see the good in everyone."

	Snape made a small sound of agreement. "Be that as it may," he mumbled quietly."I'm running out of time. He needs a place away from the Dark Lord."

	Theoldwitchtensedherlipsandmovedherwisestaretostudytheyoungestinhabitantof

	the room. Draco tried to hold the exchange but found himself glaring down at his lap, hislids heavy with fatigue. He'd been unable to manage a decent night's sleep since the night of June 1st, four days before his seventeenth birthday. Call it the cold that had crept in through the cracks of their hideout, or the painful hunger pangs that he'd suffered for five months, or perhaps even the flimsy remains of his conscience.

	Sleepwasaforgottenluxury,aswasadecentmeal.Andabed.Andashower.Andwarmth...

	"Very well," McGonagall murmured finally, holding her head a little higher as she spoke."He may stay. But I have my terms, Mr Malfoy, and if any of them are broken, you will be on

	yourown."

	 

	
Draco slowly raised his eyes to regard the woman with an agitated look. Who was she tolay down a list of rules? Like she was doing him a favour. He didn't want to be here. He didn't need her bloody help. She could stick it up her-

	"Yourwand,MrMalfoy,"shedemandedcalmly,stretchingoutherhand.

	He snorted. "Sod off," he muttered coldly, but he felt something at his side move,and watched with furious eyes as his wand left his pocket and landed in her palm.

	"Youwillnotbepermittedtoattendclasseswiththerestofthestudents,"shetoldhim crisply. "I would think the reasons would be pretty obvious for that. You are to remainunseen and I'm sure you wouldn't be welcomed back by the other students anyway."

	Herolledhiseyes.Hehatedpeoplewhofounditnecessarytostatetheobvious.

	"You will not leave the room you are given," she continued harshly, her lips pursed with stress. "If you step one foot out of Hogwarts without my permission then you will notbe allowed back in. Ever."

	Draco rubbed his chin and looked at Snape, who was watching him with that familiar impatient stare. He wanted to tell them both to fuck off; to mind their own business, buthe knew this offer wasn't optional. He reminded himself again that he had nowhere to go. So

	that was it. Another place he wasn't allowed to leave. Another sanity-draining prison.Merlin, help him to save his mind.

	"Hewillstayhere?"Snapequestioned,breakingthesilence."Withyou?"

	"I have far too much on my plate to play chaperone, Severus," the witch explained ina clipped tone. "I have someone else in mind to keep an eye on him."

	Snapefrowned."Slughorn?"heguessed."Oneoftheprofessors?"

	"Youknowfirst-handthattheywouldn'thavetimeforthat,"sherepliedwithanarched

	eyebrow. "Considering the circumstances, Severus, there are only a handful of people I trust fully, and if you want Mr Malfoy's whereabouts to remain secret, then he will stay withMissGranger."

	Draco'seyesdoubledinsizeandmouthwentdry."ThefuckingMudblood-

	"You will do well to mind your language, Mr Malfoy," she threatened with her clippedtone. "I think I've made it quite clear that your stay here is conditional-

	"You think shoving me in a room with her will be safe?" he questioned with adisbelieving face. "If there is anyone other than the Dark Lord who would want me killed, it's the

	Mudblood-

	"You will stop using that word," the witch reiterated with a scolding finger. "I am certainthat Miss Granger is capable of handling this...situation maturely."

	 

	
Draco released a humourless bark of laughter and shook his head. "You're off yourbloodyrocker."

	"Apparently so," she agreed. "But if I was you, I wouldn't encourage me to reconsiderthisarrangement."

	He narrowed his glare and tuned to Snape with an expression of sheer disgust. "This isyour idea of protection?" he spat though his bared teeth. "Handing me over to these morons-

	"Enough," he hushed him quietly, still eyeing McGonagall with a curious expression."Are you certain Miss Granger is the wisest option, Minerva?"

	"She's the only option," she stated resolutely. "She is the only student I completelytrust." "But one of the professors would surely be more appropriate."

	"The professors have enough trouble keeping their eyes on the other students," theheadmistress said with an edge of impatience. "Miss Granger is perfectly capable and shejust so happens to have a spare room in her quarters-

	"Thisisajoke,"Dracogrowled,wrinklinghisnosewithdisdain."Irefusetostaywiththat-

	"I won't tell you to shut up again," Snape sneered, take a long stride to smack the back ofof his head.

	"You will do as you are told, Mr Malfoy," the witch warned stiffly. "You will only haveone offer of help from us and then you're on your own."

	He felt the urge to challenge the witch rise in his throat, tickling his tonsils, but he was so exhausted. Hogwarts was so much warmer than the shed, and the warmth was like asedative. Theplushchairwasabsorbinghim,nomatterhowhardhetriedtoignoreit.Thesmellof food lingered in the air too, and it was doing betraying things to his empty stomach.

	"ShallItakethatyoursilencemeansyouacceptouroffer?"

	Offer. He snorted. It wasn't an offer she was giving him, and everybody in the room knewit. It was an ultimatum. Stay with the enemy or risk death. The will to live only just beat his pride. Fine, let them feed him and provide an ancient roof over his head. His parents wouldbe looking for him. His father would convince the Dark Lord to overlook his...mishap.

	Perhaps.

	"He accepts," Snape spoke on his behalf, giving his ex-pupil a stern look that dared himtoprotest.

	"So be it," McGonagall sighed, with all the dread of a demon-bargained soul. "Do youhave any belongings?"

	His eyes fell into his lap again. The simple answer was no. No, he didn't have a bloodything to call his own. Just the multi-scourgified and battered clothes he'd been wearing since that

	 

	
night, and a set of robes that Snape had given him. He was stripped of all the tokensof wealth; the symbols that represented his infamous heritage, and he hated it.

	"No,"hespatquickly,shutteringhiseyes.

	"Then I will have the House-elves get some things for you," she told him, her tone nosofter than before. "I'll have them sent to Miss Granger's room at some point tomorrow."

	"And Miss Granger has agreed to this arrangement?" the older wizard questioned witha sceptical tone.

	"Notyet."

	Draco's golden eyebrows rose high on his pale forehead. Not yet? The woman wasdigging his grave faster than Voldemort.

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	She dragged her anxiety-nibbled fingertips over the old bricks as she shuffled her feetdown the corridor, her other hand clutching her glowing wand to guide her way. She'd figured out why McGonagall had summoned her now. There was only one possibility.

	Badnews.

	Someone had died. Or been hurt. Perhaps Harry and Ron's plans had been discovered.Maybe theschoolwasunderanotherthreat.OrVoldemortcouldhavefoundtheOrder'sheadquarters.

	Therewerehundredsofpossibilities,andallofthembad.

	She mourned her optimism; wished it hadn't been stolen by Astronomy Tower's darkmemory and the absence of her best her sad thoughts of that night were stolen when McGonagall's distortedvoicerattleddownthepassage,andjustastheechoessubsided,anothervoice joined her. A man's voice.

	Her grip on her wand tightened and she picked up her pace, the smacks of her footsteps loud amongsttheacoustics.Shecouldn'tdiscernspecificwordsoreveniftherewasperhapsa third voice vibrating along the walls now. With a twitch of her wrist and the password whispered again under her breath, the thick door slammed open. Her eyes went wide andwild when she absorbed the scene.

	Snape.Here.InHogwarts.

	 

	
Shedidn'tevennoticeMalfoy.

	Three heads whipped around to look at her, but she only saw one. Him. The man thathad killed the greatest man she'd ever known. She felt fire burst in her chest.

	"You," she breathed, her features stretching with shock for a moment before the angrylines creased her face. Her wand arm straightened with an agitated snap of her elbow, and her bark-brown eyes narrowed into dangerous slits. "Impedimenta!"

	He blocked her spell effortlessly, and it infuriated her more. The witch's rage waspounding her ears, muffling McGonagall's request for her to relax. Her magic was throbbing at her fingertips, ready for revenge. She fired a Stupefy, but it was deflected like her last attack.

	Draco watched the duel silently with his calculating eyes, wondering why Snape was actually participating in it at all. Surely a quick Petrificus would put the meddlesome Mudblood inher place. She hadn't noticed him; hadn't once taken her eyes off the other wizard. He would bethisfamily'sfortunethatspottinghimwouldhardlycalmthelittletantrumshewashaving right now.

	Snape eyed the girl calmly and shot a silent disarming spell in her direction, deciding itwas best to end this before it got out of hand. He cocked an impressed eyebrow when it had no effect, and faltered when another one of her curses made him stumble on his feet. She had been practising. When had she learned silent shielding charms?

	"Enough!" McGonagall tried to intervene, but Hermione's eyes barely flicked over tothe woman. "Miss Granger, calm down and let me explain-

	Theyoungwitchdidn'tblink."Confrin-

	Her wand flew away from her hand, and her confused and betrayed stare shifted over tothe headmistress. She felt charmed ropes coil around her to restrict her movements, and frustrated tears sauntered down her cheeks. The older witch gave her an apologetic look

	before she jerked her wand again, and Hermione felt her feet leave the floor before shewent flying back into a closet.

	The door closed behind her with a blunt bang, and she remained frozen in the dark for a stunned moment before she was struggling with everything she had and shouting until her throat felt stripped by bleach. Why was McGonagall doing this? She coughed on anoutraged sob and swallowed back the scream caught in her windpipe.

	Whatthehellwasgoingon?

	On the other side of the door, Draco sank back into the chair with a roll of his eyes. He watched the pair of professors as they shared a look of scepticism and resisted the compulsion to shake his head or laugh at their stupidity. How could they honestly be surprised that she had reacted the way she did? He really was surrounded by bloodyidiots.

	"Well," he commented, his voice raspy at the back of his throat, but still rich withsurplus sarcasm. "That went well."

	 

	
ChapterEndNotes

	 

	 

	And so begins another story...I know this chapter was rather short, but I assure you that the rest will be a little longer. I hope this introduction has been successful with grasping your attention! This fic is basically going to screw with Draco's head. A lot. And Hermione's for that matter. I'm going to enjoy this...I hope you do too! I know thewhole 'they share a room' thing has been done but I have yet to find a fic that has one of them confined to the room and slowly losing their mind...This will be a little dark with some twists and mature themes and content later on. Also, explicit language throughout...

	For everyone who read my last fic Hunted,I just want to thank you all for showing an interest and hope that this fic gains as much positive feedback from you lovelypeople! Fingers crossed, hey! I promise you more wine-induced chapters and, hopefully, quick updates! Read and Review please! Love to know your thoughts!

	Bex-chan.
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	"She'simproved,"Snapecommented,eyeingthedoorwithapensivelook.

	"You have no idea," McGonagall sighed, frowning as Hermione's protests only grew louder, ringing around her office and making her cringe. "She's been practising a lot with Horaceandmyself."

	"I can see that," he nodded, glancing over to Draco. "Perhaps she will be able tomanagehim."

	"She is capable," the headmistress assured him. "Severus, the anti-Apparition wards willkick in again shortly, and I think it will be easier to explain this to her if you aren't here-

	"I've been here too long anyway," he agreed, taking some long strides to the youngwizard hunched in his seat. "Remember what we discussed, Draco-

	"You're actually leaving me here?" he questioned, hissing out the words through histeeth. "With these people? Thanks a bunch-

	"Try to remember that you are in danger," his old professor advised, his voice thick and condescending. "And these people are the only ones that are willing to provide youwith somewhere to stay-

	"Well, more fool then," Draco shrugged dismissively, giving McGonagall a long andbored look. "Were you expecting some sort of gratitude for this?"

	"I have no expectations of you at all, Mr Malfoy," she told him with genuinedisappointment. "Your constant failure to do anything worthwhile has destroyed any confidence I may have had in you."

	His cocky façade flinched at her words. Not because he was bothered about upsetting the wrinkly wench; he really didn't give a shit. No, it was that she had called him a failure.And the truth hurt. In the last seven years, he couldn't recall one thing that he had managed to

	successfully achieve. Not one. And his last cock-up had proved fatal; fatal enough towarranta death-wish and an indefinite stay in this shithole.

	Failure.

	"Would you like me to pretend I care?" he muttered casually, looking back to Snape."I thought you were leaving."

	The blond growled when he received another harsh slap to the back of his skull. "Youshould learn to control that tongue of yours, Draco," the older man scolded sharply. "I apologise for this, Minerva."

	 

	
"There is no need," she insisted. "I can handle it from here. You have my word that I willdo everything I can to ensure his safety. You really should go, Severus. It will be getting lightsoon."

	"Right," he mumbled, giving the witch a sullen nod. "I'm not sure if I will be able tocontact you any time soon."

	"You know where we are if you need us," she said, her voice softer and bordering onsombre. "Good luck, Severus."

	Draco released a disgusted snort that was drowned out by the loud snap of Apparition. Hefelt his jaw twitch and fought the embers of apprehension that settled in his gut. Snape may have turnedouttobeabloodtraitor,butatleastthecreepyguyhadbeenboundbyaVowto protect him, whereas as these blood traitors would probably smother him in his sleep.

	Another one of Granger's shrill howls ruptured his eardrums, and he turned toMcGonagall with a weary and half-shut stare.

	"Thiswillbefun,"hemuttereddryly,foldinghisarmsoverhischest.

	"You will not say anything to make this more difficult," the witch commanded with an agitated finger pointed in his direction. "And you will certainly not use that awfulword."

	"You mean Mudblood?" he questioned, drawing out the derogatory term. "You seemawfully confident with that assumption-

	"I'm warning you, Mr Malfoy," she persisted. "You are only making things more difficultfor yourself if you continue to act this way-

	"Just get it over with," he groaned, rubbing his eyes. The Mudblood's screeches had madehis painful heartbeats thud against his temple, and the warmth was lulling his lids to fall. Hereally wanted some sleep. "It's nearly three in the morning and I would like to get some rest-

	"And I'm sure you'd like to do it in a bed," she said slowly, staring him down. "I knowyou haven't had a bed for a while, Mr Malfoy-

	"What'syourpoint?"

	"If you insist on making this harder than it should be," she started, taking a couple of steps towards the screaming closet. "Then I might decide not to let you sleep in the bed, or usethe shower, or perhaps you would-

	"Igetyourpoint,"hescowled,firingherafoulglare."Justgetonwithit-

	"It would also do you good to learn some manners," she advised, finishing her shortdistance to the closet's door.

	With an overdue calming breath, the headmistress tugged open the door and frownedwhen she saw the mess. Hermione's struggles had knocked some of the shelves, and the younger

	witch had gained a few bruises from some raining books. She paused her thrashing whenshe noticed McGonagall's presence in the doorframe, her chest heaving against the ropes. The

	 

	
greying witch angled her wand to levitate Hermione into her office and sighed whenher student recommenced her attempts to get free.

	Draco resisted the taunting words that teased his tongue for the sake of a comfortable night. Grangerlookedlikehellhadgargledherandthenspatherbackout;herchaotichair swarming around her face like Autumn leaves, and her eyes red-stained with what lookedlikea sleep-deprived month. Good. He was glad she was suffering. Glad that somebody else was.

	"Let me out of these things!" she shouted, her eyes swollen with tears as she hovered afew inches off the ground.

	"Ineedyoutocalmdown,MissGranger-

	"Iwillnotcalmdown!"sherefused,hervoicequakingandscared."Whatthehell-

	"I promise I will explain everything," the professor attempted to soothe her. "I need youto calm down, Hermione. Please."

	She stole six long breaths and swallowed back the anguish wedged in her throat. Shestill hadn't noticed him. "Okay," she murmured. "Okay, just please get these things off me."

	With a moment of hesitation, McGonagall released the spell, and Hermione's feet landedon the floorboards with a small thump. She brushed her palms over the raw lines left by the ropes and studied the older woman like a stranger. She coughed away a confused sob and

	took a wary step towards the centre of the room, oblivious that she'd moved closer toMalfoy. "Why was Snape here?" she questioned finally, deciding that the silence was far too vexing.

	"Before I tell you anything," McGonagall started. "You need to understand that youcan't reveal this to anyone. Not even Mr Potter or Mr Weasley."

	Hermione shifted her weight and pursed her lips, analysing the situation in her head. McGonagall's words did not bode well with her; she told Harry and Ron everything, and her professor's odd behaviour in the last few minutes had completely baffled her. Her fawnyeyes darted away, needing to focus on something else, and that's when she saw him.

	Him.

	Shelockedontohisicy-coolglareandfeltsomethinginhersoulsnap.

	Shedidn'tremembersprintingovertohim,everythingwasblurryandfast.Whenshewas

	close enough, she drew back her balled fist and rammed into his face, hard enough toscorch her knuckles. She felt a feral growl vibrate in her throat, and drew her fist back again, the blood slithering down his chin and across her fingers no where near satisfying enough. She wanted to pound his face until it was unrecognisable, until it stopped reminding her of what he'd done.

	But McGonagall's spell dragged her to the other side of the room. And she wasscreamingagain.

	 

	
She fought the magic so hard her limbs burned, but it wouldn't give. "What the hell isthatbastard-

	"Stop it!" the other witch shouted, keeping her wand trained on Hermione's writhingbody. There were no tears now; just a rage that simmered and practically caused the girl to glow. "Hermione, you must listen-

	"You spineless twat!" she snapped, ignoring McGonagall and curling her lip as she eyed Malfoy. He was thumbing away the trickle of blood that was leaking from his lip with an expression that was far too aloof for her to handle. He caught her eyes again, and herhatred was blinding. He was slimmer than she recalled, and he looked a little worn, but everything else about him was exactly how she remembered. The creamy hair, the china skin, the rain- cloud eyes. It was awful, and she roared with outrage.

	"Control yourself," McGonagall attempted again, stepping into Hermione's line of sight."I'm trying to explain-

	"How could you?" Hermione hissed at the ageing witch, fresh tears springing to herfiery glare. "They killed Dumbledore! How the fuck could you do this to-

	"That is quite enough!" she replied, her tone that familiar strict bite. "I'm trying to tellyou- "Nothing you could say would-

	"Severus Snape is a spy for the Order," she said bluntly, satisfied when Hermione seizedup with shock and released a dulcet gasp. "He is on our side-

	"Th-that's impossible," the brunette stuttered, ceasing her struggles to gape at herprofessor with disbelief. "No. No there's no way-

	"It'strue-

	"You're lying!" Hermione blurted, her cheeks flushed like ripe peaches dotted with dew.She twisted her neck so she could look at Malfoy again, and she felt bile singe the back of her tongue. She felt sick. "They killed him...They-they killed Dumbledore-

	"It's okay, Hermione," McGonagall attempted to console the girl, before she glanced overher shoulder to the silent wizard; still sat in his chair and trying to nurse the gash in his lip. "Mr Malfoy, I need to talk with Miss Granger alone."

	"Goodforyou,"hegrumbled,flinchingwhenithurttomovehismouth.

	"Mr Malfoy," she sighed, suddenly realising how tired she was. "I need to discus somethingsprivately-

	"Why?"heshotbackquickly."Snapetoldmehewasaspy,soIknowallthis-

	"You don't know everything," the witch told him. "And you don't have any right to alltheinformation-

	 

	
"Well,I'mcomfortablehere-

	"Don'tforcemetomoveyou,"shewarned,gesturingwithherfreehandtoadooronthe

	other side of her office. "There's a kitchen through there. Help yourself to some food andI will call you when

	wearefinished."

	A retort lingered behind his teeth but a spasm in his stomach reminded him that he hadn'teaten in the last twenty-four hours. His curiosity was loud, but the rumbles of starvation were louder. He slowly rose from his seat and gave both the witches a bored look before heheaded to the kitchen, muttering a vibrant list of obscenities under his breath.

	McGonagall turned back to Hermione once they were alone and tilted her headthoughtfully. "Will you listen to what I have to say if I release the spell?"

	"Snape'sreallyaspy?"sheaskedwithameektone.

	"Isweartoyouonmylife,"shesaidclearly."Willyoulistentome?"

	With a confused and pathetic sob, she nodded her head and felt her arms and legs regain control. She wiped away the evidence of her weakness on her sleeve and observed thewitch she looked up to with wild and desperate eyes. "Snape," she murmured hesitantly. "He can't be a spy. He killed-

	"Albus left me one of his memories before he died," the headmistress started, hervoice wavering a little with emotion. "And it was of a discussion between him and Severus-

	"But-

	"Albus knew about Draco Malfoy's mission," she continued. "And he asked Severusto complete...the task, so that Mr Malfoy would not. He wanted to save him-

	"Heisnotworthsaving,"shefrowned,shootinganagitatedlooktothekitchendoor."Heis-

	"You must understand that Mr Malfoy was forced into his mission, Hermione," sheoffered, but the argument was weak. It was hard to defend someone who had put so many lives in

	danger all before his seventeenth birthday. "Albus knew that Severus had agreed toan Unbreakable Vow to protect Draco so he asked Severus to do it instead-

	"DoesMalfoyknowallthis?"shequestioned,spittingouthisnamelikepoison.

	"Idon'tthinkso,"McGonagallshookherhead."HeknowsthatSeverusisaspyforthe

	Order, and that makes you the fourth person to know this information. No one else knowsandI intend to keep it that way-

	"So why was Snape here? Surely coming here would bedangerous?" She sighed. "He's asked me to protect Mr Malfoy from now on-

	 

	
"What?"Hermionebarked,herbrowwrinklingwithdistaste."Whythehellshouldwe?"

	"Because if we don't," she answered carefully, making sure her student would understandthe importance of her words. "Then Voldemort might find Mr Malfoy and kill him-

	"That'snorealloss-

	"And then the Vow would kill Severus," she carried on, ignoring the harsh words fromthe girl. "Also, if Mr Malfoy left here, then he could reveal Severus' secret and he would bekilled."

	Hermionefaltered.

	Snapeisaspy.Oneofus...

	"And above anything else," McGonagall brought her back to the damning present. "Ifwe don't protect Draco Malfoy from harm, then Albus' sacrifice will be for nothing."

	The female fraction of the Golden Trio felt something in her chest drop. None of this made sense, and yet everything seemed to slide into place in her head. She would swear to Merlin's grave that every second of this haunting night was draining away her energy. There was justtoo much too handle; too much to take in. Snape. A spy. Dumbledore had known...And thena troubling thought popped into her head.

	"Whydidyoucallmehere?"

	"Because he will be staying with you," McGonagall told her steadily. "You are mymost trustworthy student and your skills as a witch are-

	"How can you do this to me?" she moaned, scrunching her face with stress. "I hate him.He'sevil-

	"I know that this is a lot to ask," the other witch said with genuine sympathy. "But thereis nobody else I can trust with this. You have a spare room-

	"We'llkilleachother-

	"No you won't," she argued, taking some steps towards the witch to place a comforting hand on her shoulder. "I am keeping his wand and I will ward your dorm so he can't leave andyou have a password for your bedroom-

	"Theremustbesomeoneelse,"Hermionepleaded."Anyoneelse.Oneoftheprofessors-

	"You are the only person who I trust to handle this," McGonagall breathed sadly. "Theother professors have too much on their plates as it is. I need you to do this-

	"Forhowlong?"

	"For as long as it takes," she answered cryptically, offering the girl another apologetic frown."Iamreallysorryforthis,MissGranger.IfthingsarereallythatbadthenIwilldomybestto

	 

	
makeotherarrangements,butIhonestlybelievethatyoucandothis."

	She wanted to protest; to tell McGonagall to let Malfoy rot in the grave he had dug himself. Shewantedtopointoutthathewouldprobablytrytokillherinhersleep,orthatshe wouldn't last a day without hexing the twat until he was a pointless mess smeared againsther wall. But images of Dumbledore fluttered in her brain.

	If we don't protect Draco Malfoy from harm, then Albus' sacrifice will be fornothing... "Okay," she found herself mumbling absently. "Okay, I-I will try."

	McGonagall's face instantly relaxed. "Thank you," she gave the young witch a forcedsmile as she handed her back her wand. "I know this will be difficult for you, and I promise that I will do what I can to make it easier for you."

	Hermione released a loud and lonely breath. "I'm tired," she whispered, her body andmind overworked and desiring sleep.

	"I think we all need some rest," the headmistress agreed. "I will escort you both back toyour dorm and set up the wards."

	"Alright,"sheshrugged,tooexhaustedtooargueanymore."Let'sgetthisoverwith."

	McGonagall gave the girl's shoulder a reassuring pat before she headed to her kitchen and pushed open the door. "Come now, Mr Malfoy," she called, eyeing the wizard closely as he came back into the office, his hands pushed arrogantly in his pockets as he gave Hermionea bitter and intolerant look.

	"Getoveryourlittlebitch-fit?"hesneered,purposefullykeepinghisdistance.

	The urge to scream at him until his ears wept blood swamped her, but she shoved it aside. Something twigged in her head, and she realised then that she had a massive advantageover him. She had her wand. She was in control.

	"Youstillhavesomebloodonyourchin,"shetoldhim,herwordsdrawnoutandsharp.

	He hid his irritation with an amused snort as he slowly wiped the back on his hand acrosshis mouthagain,keepinghisstarelockedontohers.Herealisedthenthathereyesweren't brown; they were more like gold. How repulsively Gryffindor. So, the little Mudbloodthought she was in charge did she? His smirk stretched a little. Fine, let her believe that; at least he would have a little entertainment if he was going to be locked away in her room.

	"Nothappytoseeme,Granger?"hegoaded."Youlookalittletense-

	"And you look like shit," she retorted, trailing her tempestuous glare over his tatteredrobes. "I'm warning you, Malfoy. Don't wind me up-

	"Or what?" he growled, bring his face too close to hers. She held her ground andcringed when she realised his breath smelled of the blood she had coaxed with her fist.

	 

	
"You don't get it, do you?" she whispered, narrowing her eyes. "You have nothing. Youare nothing. And now you're stuck here; forced to accept our help like some pathetic child."

	Something flickered in his eyes; something between shame and spite. That look ignited a small and fickle flame in her stomach that made her feel powerful; cocky. It didn't lastlong, just enough to inject a little more boldness into her backbone.

	"I hope this is killing you," she whispered with harsh honesty. "I hope that this is tearingyouapart-

	"Fuckoff,Mud-

	"That's enough," McGonagall interrupted, and he arched an eyebrow when she aimedher wand at him. "Let's go, Mr Malfoy. It's late."

	His eyes flickered between the old bint and her wand. He could honestly say that he'd never planned to attempt a runner on the way to Granger's dorm. There would be no point withtwo armed witches watching him like he was an overfed cauldron; volatile and hazardous. He rolled his eyes at her and started to follow Granger out of the room, McGonagall behind him keeping her wand trained on the back of his neck.

	The walk was silent, and the two witches glanced nervously around constantly to ensure the corridors were empty of wandering souls. They were, of course, and the three sets offootfalls mingled with the tittering echoes of rain. Draco eyed the back of Granger's head as they walked, noting the strained muscles in her shoulders and the too-tight grip on her wand. At least she wasn't waving it in his face though, unlike a certain headmistress who found it necessary to prod his spine every few steps.

	The younger witch quickened her steps a little to pull aside a set of heavy drapes and reveala portrait of a pride of lions, purring and basking in their painted sunlight. He didn't hear the password Granger muttered, but then he probably wasn't supposed to.

	She disappeared inside and he barged in after her, as though he already owned the room. He took a slow and revolted look around the sitting room and Hermione watched him closelyas he heeled away his shoes and headed towards the bathroom, shoving his way past her with more force than necessary. She was about to shout after him, but he simply slammed thetoilet door behind him with a shuddering smack that made her flinch.

	"Wanker," she hissed under her breath, twisting her neck to give McGonagall a wearylook. "Will setting up the wards take long? I'd like to go to bed."

	"Just a few minutes," the professor assured her, twitching her wrist and gliding herwand around the door.

	The complicated incantation sounded more like lullaby to Hermione, and her lids felt like stone. She heard the shower turn on, and the running water hummed alongside McGonagall's words. She was so exhausted, and the night had done damaging things to her mind. She just wanted to lie down in a dark room and accept the dreams; the nightmares. She snapped outof

	 

	
her trance when the headmistress moved into her vision, her mouth moving withunheardwords.

	"Sorry?"

	"I'm finished," McGonagall told her softly, her face grim. "I must remind you again,Miss Granger, that this has to remain between us."

	"Iknow,"shereplied.

	And she really did know. She had become too acquainted with secrets in the last six years,and most had taken their toll, but she knew instantly that this one would haunt her the most. For the sole reason that she couldn't tell Harry and Ron; this one would stretch the limits ofher tolerance. She rolled the word secret over in her head, and noticed it even soundedharsh; like a snake's hiss.

	"DoIneedtoremindyoutokeepacloseeyeonyourwand?"

	"Ialwaysdo,"thebrunettesighed,andtheotherwomanmirroredherunease.

	"I know this will be hard for you," McGonagall admitted. "But you have yet todisappoint me, Hermione."

	She watched the older witch disappear from the room and suddenly felt ridiculously claustrophobic. She turned her head to eye the bathroom door and chewed her lip nervously. Clawing her agitated fingers through her mussed hair, she dragged her feet to her bedroom, keeping her anxious eyes on the bathroom door until she mumbled her password, Lutralutra, and ducked inside.

	She didn't bother shedding her clothes, just collapsed with an ungraceful fall onto her bedand cocoonedherselfamongstthesheetsandblankets.Sheglancedoutofherwindowandthe sky was still black, but then winter had that effect on the colours and moods of the mornings. The distant calls of early birds were the give away, and a quick look at her clock confirmedthat it was almost four in the morning.

	She thanked Merlin that it was Friday and that she had no classes tomorrow, althoughshe wondered if she really should be thanking anything or anyone considering the events oftonight.

	The trickling droplets of Malfoy's wash were loud and clear in her room, and served as a taunting reminder to her new and unwelcome roommate. Her temple was throbbing withthe beginnings of a stress-induced headache, and she knew that despite her fatigue, she would

	haveahardtimefindingsleep.

	Half an hour passed before the water died, and she could hear Malfoy's crass movementsas he headed into his own room. She groaned into her pillow when those sounds carried too;

	skimming across the bathroom tiles and leaking through the thin walls. She grabbed herwand to hurriedly mumble a silencing charm on her room, and hoped that it would last untilmorning.

	 

	
.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	Draco combed his fingers through his damp hair and fiddled with the hem of the towel. He couldn't begin to describe how good it felt to have a decent shower; to feel clean again. His eyes roamed the bedroom and noted the Gryffindor colours with a repulsed grumble that simmered against his tongue. And this was where he would be staying; amongst the goldand red mess.

	He heard a distant noise and realised it must have been Granger shifting in her sleep.He could hear that? Great.

	Still,atleastthebedwascomfortable.

	He discarded the towel and opted for sleeping in the nude, deciding blemishing his freshly- cleaned skin with his scruffy clothes would just irritate him. His eyes fell to the Dark Mark staining his ashen flesh, and he traced the outline with the tip of his finger; scowling intothe darkness before he fell back into the inviting fabrics and stared up at the ceiling.

	The sky had turned a nasty shade of indigo when he finally managed steal thatelusive slumber that he'd been craving for weeks.
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	Shewoketooquickly.

	Her eyes snapped open and went wide, darting nervously around her room. She sucked in a short gasp and covered her face with her palms; blinking away her sleep and gulping backher dry throat. She felt disorientated and muddled, like an imp had skipped through the caverns

	of her mind and fiddled with her thoughts. She rubbed away the cold sweat on herforehead and sat up, looking around her room and ensuring that everything was where it should be.

	Hernightmareshadbeensovividrecently.

	She couldn't for the life of her decide if last night had been a trick of her subconscious or if everything had been real. Perhaps there'd been no Snape. No Malfoy. No secret. Maybe she was still the sole inhabitant of her dorm. Maybe. Her tired gaze fell to the rope burns onher arms and she exhaled a disappointed sigh. She'd wanted so bad for it to be a dream; so willing to delude herself. Call it the brain's defence mechanisms or call it hope. Hell, call it whatever you wanted; the fact of the matter was, it hadn't been a nightmare.

	It made her feel sick. She could actually feel the contents of her stomach churn as she contemplatedjusthowclosehewas.Justhersmallbathroombetweenthem.Justtwowalls.

	She glanced at her clock and wanted to scream when she realised she'd only managedthree hours sleep. Hermione had honestly thought that she would have managed to gain a little

	more rest considering how exhausted she'd been. But no. Evidently, her insomnia was hereto stay. Joy.

	It was pushing nine in the already miserable morning, and she could already hear the usual raindrops tapping against her window. She knew that it was futile to try and get any more sleep, so she slowly eased herself out of bed, grabbed her bathrobe and wand, and headedfor the shower. Keeping as quiet as she could, she peered out of her bedroom warily, catching sight of Malfoy's discarded and scuffed shoes.

	The remains of her optimism fluttered away with that final damning observation, andshe quickly slipped into the bathroom.

	Shrugging off yesterday's clothes, she muttered a quick spell to flick on the shower at ahigh heat. The witch turned to look at herself in the mirror, brushing her knotted curls away from herfaceandfingeringtheshadowycrescentsunderhereyes.Therewastoomuchtortureon

	 

	
her face, and it was tucked into the creases of her permanent frown. She looked like atracing- paper version of herself; paler and almost translucent. Like frosted glass.

	She focussed on her eyes and thanked Merlin when she saw the familiar glint in them,the spark of fire and determination that had always lingered; that had yet to be beaten.

	Shewasfine.JusttiredandwonderingexactlyhowshewassupposedtocoexistwithMalfoy.

	The mirror started to steam so she turned away from her worrying reflection and released a content moan as the steamy water soothed her shape. She closed her eyes and massaged the soap into her skin, inhaling the vanilla scent with a calming breath. She lathered her arms first, then her shapely chest and flat stomach, and then bent down to stroke the length ofherlegs.

	This felt good. Like normality, and she basked in the sensations. She could feel hermuscles easing and it was wonderful, relaxing enough that she allowed her ever-crowded mind to

	cease thinking, if only to shield the memories of last night. If only to forget that someoneshe despised was sharing her dorm. A Death Eater.

	It took a bit more soap, but she let it all go and allowed herself to escape, because she knewit would only get harder from here.

	Merlin,forgiveherforpretendingitdidn'texistforsomestolenminutes.

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	Draco lifted one heavy lid when a feminine moan seeped into the room. The whispers of running water had started to stir him a few moments ago, but it was the strange sighsand mews that woke him completely. His brow furrowed when he didn't recognise his surroundings, and he raised his head to eye the room suspiciously.

	He remembered then. He remembered that he was in Hogwarts. Remembered he wassharinga dorm with the Mudblood. Shit.

	He gnashed his teeth and his eyes went to the window. Draco knew it wouldn't work, but he tried anyway; flinging himself off the bed and and trying to shove it open. The claspwouldn't budge. He drew back his fist and smashed it into the glass as hard as he could, but it didn'teven crack. He growled as a small trickle of blood slithered across his knuckles. It hurt, but he'd had so much worse.

	Yes,definitelytrapped.Definitelyhisnewprison.

	 

	
Another female purr leaked into the air and he instinctively reached for his wand tosilence the irritating sounds. But, he didn't have his wand, did he. Didn't have a bloody thing. Not even a set of clean clothes to put on.

	"Forfuck'ssake,"hemuttered,headingbacktothebed.

	He hadn't had enough rest; his movements were sluggish and his sight blurry. He hadfive months of sleep to catch up on after all, and it would have been so easy if her incessant

	shower noises weren't polluting his atmosphere. He snatched the pillow and covered hisears, but it only muffled her.

	Hehadasinkingandscratchingfeelingthatshedidthiseverymorning.

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	Her imagination only managed to distract her for fifteen minutes or so, before realityclawed its way back in. With a dejected breath, she stopped the water and left the shower, returningto the mirror and palming away the condensation. She gave this new reflection a ghost of a smile, deciding it was notably better. The warm water had roused a healthy blush to her skin and she felt more human. More present.

	She wrapped the fluffy and practical bathrobe around her, and spared her damp and blurry reflection one last look before she grabbed her wand off the sink to mutter a quick drying charm for her hair, and then left the bathroom. Her fist had just closed around the knob toher bedroom when she heard a small knock at the main door. She cringed slightly but sorted her wits and crossed her sitting room to answer it, and a genuine smile graced her features when she eyed her visitor.

	"HelloDobby,"shegrinned,notingthelargetrunkbehindhim.

	"Morning Miss," he nodded meekly, ever the nervous little soul. "Headmistress saidfor Dobby to bring you this."

	"Thank you," she said, knowing they were probably things for Malfoy. "Could you do mea favour, Dobby?"

	"YesMiss!"theHouse-elfchirpedmerrily."WhatdoesMisswantDobbytodo?"

	"Could you possibly sort out some extra food for me?" she requested. "And I can cometo collect it later?"

	"Dobbycanbringithere."

	 

	
"That's okay," she told him with a delicate wave of her hand. "I'm going for a little walklater so I'll pick it up. Honestly, it's fine."

	"Yes Miss," he mumbled, obviously a little disappointed. "I go now. Must help cleanafterbreakfast."

	She wanted to tell him to stay, feeling substantially...safer with someone she knew around,but he was gone with a snap of his fingers. She did some quick calculations in her head and realised that she hadn't seen any of her friends for five days, having spent all of her freetime in the library doing what she could to assist the Order. She glanced behind her at Malfoy's

	door and concluded that she would need to meet with themsoon. They were another dose of something normal. Another escape.

	Hermionepulledherrobealittletighteraroundherselfasachillybreezesweptupthe

	corridor and invaded her dorm. She jerked her wand to levitate the chest into her sittingarea, and let it crash to the floor with a loud thud just outside Malfoy's room. She consideredgiving him a shout to explain that he now had some belongings, but reasoned with her

	commonsense that the Hogwarts motto was there for a reason. It really was best to let sleeping dragons lie, especially a prejudiced, psychotic Dragon who was caged againsthiswill.

	ShejumpedwhentheAutumnbreezeshovedherdoorclosedwithapiercingclap.

	Andthenshecouldhearmovementcomingfromhisroom,accompaniedbyheatedand

	masculine muttering that sounded like venom; even if it was just muffled nonsense behind the door. She considered running for her room to avoid the hassle, but the stubbornlioness within her wouldn't allow it. She squared her shoulders defiantly and narrowed her eyes, preparing for the inevitable theatrics.

	His door was flung open with an agitated tug, hard enough that it bashed into the wall,but she beat the instinct to flinch. The frustrated Slytherin came into her sight, his tall body

	filling the doorframe and clumsily clad in his trousers and his unfastened black shirt. Butshe didn't notice. She refused to let her eyes wander lower than his bottom lashes, knowing that eye-contact was power. It was control.

	"You are doing my head in!" he roared, his upper lip curled and his cheekbones highwith irritation. "Could you make any more sodding noise? You-

	"You want me to make more noise?" she replied, innocently cocking her head to the side. With a swish of her wand, all the doors in her dorm opened and then slammed closeagain, and she refused her instinct to blink at the heavy bangs. "Better for you, Malfoy?"

	"Very mature of you, Granger," he sneered, and she could feel the intensity of his starefrom across the room. "You think you're so fucking clever-

	"I think we can both agree that I am fucking clever," she cut in, a little uncomfortablewith her swear word, but she covered it well. "As you so eloquently put it-

	 

	
"STOP making so much noise," he growled, his voice a foreboding rumble thatlingered between them. "Stop banging things, stop talking, stop moving-

	"I can do whatever the hell I want in my room," Hermione argued, faltering when he sidestepped the trunk and stalked towards her. She backed up against the wall and raisedher wand, but he didn't cease his long strides. "Don't come near me!"

	"As if I would fucking touch you," he growled, stopping only when the end of herwand prodded his chest. "I would sooner die-

	"Bemyguest,"sheretortedquickly."Itwouldbeworthit-

	"I'm warning you, Granger," he sneered. "I refuse to put up with this! It's like havinga dyspraxic Giant in the room!"

	"Deal with it," she snapped, adding more pressure to his chest with her wand, although she would swear it only pushed her further against the wall. She quickly tugged her robe alittle tighter around herself, but if he'd noticed her post-shower attire, he gave no indication

	whatsoever.ThankMerlin.

	"I mean it, Granger," he scowled. "Stop making noise or put a silencing spell on myroom- "As if I would waste my magic to accommodate you-

	"Then shut the fuck up!" he yelled, slamming his fist into the wall beside her head. The castle's magic ensured there would be minimal damage, just a small dent, but the vibrationsof the hit skimmed across the shell of her ear and roused a reluctant shiver. "I need rest!AndI can't get any if you won't shut your Mudblood mouth!"

	Shedrewherfreehandbackwiththeintentionofhammeringitintohiscreamyface,but

	maybe she was getting too predictable. Her angry eyes shifted to the long fingers tightaround her wrist and she felt her blood bubble like sun-stimulated acid.

	"Letgoofme-

	"You've reached your punch quota for now," he told her quietly. Too quiet. "You're goingto have to wait another four years-

	"Letgoofmyarm,"sheadvised,bitingouteachsyllable."OrIswearIwill-

	"You'll what?" he challenged, tightening his hold and thrusting her hand against thewall, right next to the dent his fist had left.

	Her next move was instinctive and quick, and her wand was at his throat, stabbing thespace between his Adam's apple and a vein that spasmed with his rage. Her eyes locked onto his defiantly, daring him to goad her further. Hermione didn't doubt for a second that she would hex him to Hogsmead and back if he continued to tease her fragile temper, but his iron-grey eyes barely flickered, and the grip on her wrist remained firm.

	"Goahead,Granger."

	 

	
And it was his confidence that rattled her the most; that stirred her magic to pour out ofher wand and scorch his skin.

	"You fucking bitch!" he shouted, stumbling back and clutching the fresh burn on hisneck. "You'll pay for that-

	"I've had enough of you," she told him, her wand still trained on the blond. "Go back toyour room and get some sleep-

	"Don'tyoueventrytobossmearoundyoufilthy-

	"I'm going out," Hermione explained steadily, even if her anger was begging to skip into her words. "So you will have a good few hours undisturbed sleep. I suggest you make the mostofthem-

	"Then piss off already," he grumbled, turning his back to her and heading to hisroom. Another door slammed, and she allowed herself to grimace this time.

	She needed to get out. The living room was tainted with new and uninvited scents, and she felt like a hunted badger being smoked out of her set. She tore her gaze away from hisdoor and rushed to her bedroom, changing as quick as she physically could. Fully dressed in her jeans and a comfortable jumper to fight the cold, she swiftly left her Head Girl dorm and started for the Library.

	The walk was so much longer than she remembered, and the students that were littered sparsely in the corridors were watching her. She would swear it. But they couldn't knowabout her vile houseguest...could they? Their lingering stares said otherwise and shequickened her paranoid steps until she was racing with burning thighs and slappingfootfalls. And then she smacked straight into a tall wall of flesh, but at least it was polite enough to catch her before she fell.

	"Neville," she gasped, regaining her balance on his outstretched arms. "Oh, thankGod- "Hermione," he breathed with evident concern. "Are you alright? You-

	"I'm fine," she rushed, tucking a stray curl away with trembling fingers. "I'm sorry, Iwasn't looking where I was-

	"You'rereallypale,"Nevillecommented."Areyouillorsomething?"

	"No, not ill," she shook her head, offering him a false smile. "I just haven't had anybreakfastyet."

	"We haven't seen you in ages," he told her, and she realised then just how much he'dmatured. "Ginny and Luna were saying they missed you yesterday and-

	"I know I've been rubbish recently," she sighed, her eyes downcast. "I'm sorry, I've justbeen trying to help Harry and Ron-

	 

	
"You need a break, Hermione," he told her. "Its not good for you, and you really do lookill. Just come and meet us for dinner later?"

	She was too tired to protest. "Alright," she mumbled, earning a pleased smile from herfriend. "I'll meet you in the Great Hall later."

	She slipped past him without waiting for a reply and continued her urgent pursuit for the library, shuddering when a hungry growl of thunder shimmied along the corridors. But itwas okay; she could see her target now. She threw herself against the doors and savoured a deep breath to still her jittery chest.

	Her cider-tinted gaze flickered around the empty chairs and abandoned desks, instinctively knowing that the vast space was only hers yet again. Even Madam Pince had spent lessand less time amongst her precious books and tomes, instead passing most of her time with theprofessors.

	Companycoulddothatforsomepeople;distractfromthefearandgrief.

	She supposed that most people found it more appropriate to enjoy the company of lovedones instead or preparing for exams that might never come to pass. Perhaps even she would have snubbedherfavouritehobbyifshecouldactuallyseeanyofherlovedones.Butshecouldn't...

	Hermione went straight to her usual table, right at the back in the restricted section. Her desk was tucked away amongst the seldom-used bookshelves, with the perfect amount ofseclusion for her to toss aside her troubling notions and swim away with the paragraphs. This was hersanctuary.

	Lostwiththeseductiveink-kissedpages,shecouldforgetalmostanything.

	She Accio'd her most recent text on Horcruxes and started to read, praying thatMalfoy's sneering features would be erased from her mind. At least, for a little while.

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	Draco dragged the trunk into his room and quickly examined the contents with a criticaleye. Well, it could have been substantially worse. While the clothes consisted of items he would have never picked himself, at lest there were no horrid hints of red or gold amongst thefabrics. There were a few pairs of black trousers, some white and black shirts and then threeor four polo-jumpers in black and grey too. At the bottom of the chest were some simplevests and a set of standard wizarding robes, accompanied with some black shoes, socks and extra underwear.

	 

	
Itwasmorethanhe'dexpected,butlessthanhe'dhopedfor.

	With a bitter grunt, he started to organise them in the provided wardrobe the Muggle way. Merlin, he missed his wand. McGonagall may as well have ripped off one of his limbs,the sodding cow.

	His wand had managed to keep him occupied when he'd been confined to the shed withSnape; whether he'd simply stretched the extent of his conjuring and transfiguration skills or practised new spells, it had always encouraged time to go that little bit quicker. And nowthat scraggly old hag had confiscated the only thing he could use to divert himself from hollow hours of nothingness.

	He changed his clothes and simply sat on his bed for Merlin knew how long, trying tothink of something to do.

	He was no idiot; he knew that his inactivity and the imprisonment would do damaging thingsto him. His sleeping pattern was already buggered, and it was only a matter of time beforehis mind would start to close in on itself. He'd read the countless stories of foolish wizards who had locked themselves in closets and eventually gone insane after staring at the same fourwalls and having nothing to do.

	He needed a deterrent; something to concentrate on and provide him with a goal, notmatter how insignificant it seemed.

	Draco headed into the main area of the dorm and steered himself toward the smallkitchenette, pointlessly plucking open the cabinets. They were full of the expectedproducts, but he had no idea how to prepare them without his magic.

	He settled on two green apples and slowly scanned his surroundings, his stormy eyessettling on a set of shelves practically buckling under the weight of various books. He stared at them for a long minute, rationalising that reading would be an ideal way to keep him engaged.

	Butno.TheyweretheMudblood's.Hedidn'twanttotouchherthingsifhecouldhelpit.

	He continued to study the room as he gnawed away at the ripe fruit, and absentlystartedcounting.

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	Shedidn'tmeetherfriendsforlunch.

	 

	
It was a conscious decision, and one that she regretted a few hours later, but she'dhonestly thought she'd found something interesting. However, she'd forgotten that the French and Latin translations for the word crux were two entirely different things.

	She'dmadeaquicktriptothekitchenstocollecttheextrafoodshe'drequestedandgraba

	simple ham sandwich, but otherwise didn't leave the library. When the day had finallystarted to simmer into the evening, she'd barely noticed. Time was an irrelevant mess amongst the creaking bookcases, but when night blanketed the sky and her Lumos started to waver

	alongsideherconcentration,shedecideditwasbestshereturntoherroom.

	A sad glance at her watch informed her that it was midnight, and it had been yet another disappointing day without any progress. She blamed the echoes of her argument withMalfoy for her inability to engage completely with her task, but accepted that her insomnia probably didn't help.

	Trudging her aching limbs back to her room, she allowed herself a relieved sigh when she found her dorm bathed in darkness and no sign of the Slytherin bastard who should havebeen suffocating in an Azkaban cell.

	Mumbling a spell to illuminate the room, she set about putting the food in theappropriate cupboards and made herself a clumsy cup of tea. And then she could feel eyes on her, rubbing angry splinters into the back of her head.

	With a startled gasp, she spun around and knocked over her hot drink to find him loiteringin his doorframe again, observing her with fresh irritation. He watched her closely, like a territorial wolf who'd missed two meals. He'd been waiting for her to return after the

	inevitable boredom had ignited the idea to pick a fight with her the moment she'dwalked through the door.

	"Little jumpy there, Granger," he remarked quietly, crossing his arms. "Do I makeyouuncomfortable?"

	"Youmakemesick,"shetoldhimsquarely,herwordscrispwithhonesty.

	"Believe me when I say the feeling's mutual," he snarled. "You're making noiseagain- "Shut up and go to bed-

	"Putsomesilencingspellsonmyroom-

	"NO!" the witch yelled, her chest inflating as she drew in a seething breath. "I made itvery clear that I would NOT waste my magic on you!"

	"Yes, you will," he responded calmly, taking a few strides and effectively circling her."I shouldn't have to listen to you-

	"Well, tough luck," she snapped, slamming her palms against the counter betweenthem. "This is MY room! I shouldn't have to listen to you, or even look at you!"

	 

	
"Tough luck," Draco echoed, a crease slicing across his forehead with impatience. "Take itup with the old bitch and do us both a favour-

	"Shut up!" she shouted, scrunching her eyes closed and quaking with her anger now."Just stay out of my way, Malfoy-

	"And how the fuck am I supposed to do that?" he fired back. "In case you haven't noticed,I can't leave your little shitty dorm and it's hardly the most spacious room."

	Her glare flickered with the glaze of oncoming tears, but she fought them away beforehe could notice. "Then just stay in your room-

	"No," he interrupted arrogantly, placing his own hands on the counter and bringing his faceto her level. "No, I find watching you squirm too amusing, Mudblood-

	"Do you honestly think that silly little word bothers me any more?" she questionedwith lowered eyebrows. "Do you really believe I care what you think?"

	"Ithinkyoucarealotabouthowpeopleperceiveyou-

	"You are not people!" she barked, smacking her palms down on the surface again. "Youare just...You're just-

	"Go on, Granger," he encouraged, his voice deceptively inviting. "How exactly do youfeel about me? I'm curious."

	She paused and panted out a couple of hot breaths as her glare roved over his sharp and expectant face. His pebble-grey eyes were as hard as quartz; cold and illegible. They didn't waver, just waited for her answer. He wanted to know? Fine, it had been writhing underher skin for longer than he could comprehend and she could stand.

	"You're the most spoilt and selfish person I've ever known," she told him quietly,annunciating each tangy syllable. "You have done nothing in your entire life but bullypeople and you wouldn't know a real friend if they slapped you in the face, because you're too busy looking down at everyone to give a shit-

	Hesnorted."I'llhaveyouknow-

	"I'm not finished!" she spat, aiming her wand at him for good measure. "For years youhave just managed to avoid becoming exactly like your father; evil-

	"You will not talk about my father!" he shouted, too enraged to consider the wand byhis chest. "You have no FUCKING right-

	"You wanted my opinion!" she retorted. "I always knew you were a vile little bastard, butI never thought you would become so twisted that you would become a Death Eater! Harry knew! Tried to tell us, but no! For some stupid reason, I thought you had a small dose of decency left in you, and I was so wrong-

	"Firsttimefor-

	 

	
"Andyouturnedintowhateveryoneexpected,"sheignoredhim,pullingawayandpacinga

	few angry steps to the side. "Follower to Voldemort and pathetic excuse for a human,because you couldn't even do that right!"

	Hegrowled.Thereitwas,beingshovedinhisfaceagain;hisfailure."Areyouquitedone?"

	She sent him a fierce scowl, and he noted it was so much more intense than any lookshe'd ever dared to flash him before. Good. Getting her all riled up was bloody hilarious.

	"You are sick and spiteful," she hissed, feeling her magic crackle between them as she triedto steady her sparking emotions. "And you always will be, and I find that very sad. You want to knowknowwhatIfeelforyou?Pity.Thatyoucouldallowyourselftobecomewhatyouare."

	Another guttural rumble quivered at the back on his throat. "Predictable as ever, Granger,"he slurred. "Always convinced there's good in everyone-

	"Noteveryone,"shehushedhim,andshealmostsoundedforlorn."Notyou.Notanymore."

	"Well, at least you're learning not to set yourself up for disappointment," he shruggedhis bored shoulders, cocking an eyebrow when she took some more steps away from him.

	"Whereareyougoing?"

	"Bed," she muttered, sparing him another golden-spiced glare. "I am done withthis- "Hold on now," he protested, marching to block her exit. "It's my turn-

	"I thought I made it very clear," she mumbled past tense lips. "That I didn't care aboutyour opinion of me-

	"I didn't care about your opinion of me," he said slowly straightening his back to loomoverher.

	"Butyouasked-

	"Because I thought it would be amusing," he revealed, indulging in a cruel smirk. "And Iwasright-

	"I know how you feel about me," she argued, trying her hardest to act nonchalant."Mudblood this, bookworm that. You're rather predictable yourself, Malfoy-

	"Imaysurpriseyou."

	Merlincursehercuriosityforshroudinghercommonsensefortheumpteenthtime."Fine,"

	she grumbled, eyeing him warily and tightening the fingers coiled around her wand. "Howdo you feel about me, Malfoy?"

	"You repulse me," he sneered with sudden hostility. "The fact that we have to breathe the same air makes me want to vomit. You're disgusting; a rancid smear across theWizarding World. You don't deserve your magic-

	 

	
"Repetitivenonsense,"sheforcedhereyestoroll."I'mgoingtobed.Move,orI'llmakeyou-

	"I'm just building up," he promised darkly, and something untamed and severe flaredbehind his stony eyes. She shifted her feet but refused to look away. Needed to keep eye-contact.

	Control."Idon't-

	"You know you don't deserve your magic," he continued, baring his ivory teeth in an accusing snarl. "And that's why you work so hard, isn't it? That's why you spend allyour pathetic time studying-

	"Ihappentolikereading-

	"But you feel the need to prove yourself," Draco silenced her with a confident and condescending tone. "Because you know your magic isn't rightfully yours." Uncertainty mingled with honey, and he relished his victorious grin. "Because you know you'reinferior."

	Herliptwitched.Hissmirkstretched.

	"And that's why it still kills you when I call you Mudblood," he finished with delicious smugness, bobbing his head with a proud nod. He could see that Gryffindor tenacityfighting to control her tongue, so he stepped aside and headed for is bedroom door, satisfied that she was suitably rattled. Well, at least the revolting Muggle-spawn had successfully managed to provide some entertainment for this dull-as-dust day.

	His fingers had just grazed the brass of the door-handle when there was hot push against his spine, propelling him forward. He smacked head-first into the adjacent wall and released a grunt of discomfort as he slid down the cold surface. The impact was still buzzing acrosshis skin, but he knew the pain would replace it within a heartbeat or hum of breath.

	He raised his head with every intention of charging Granger and smacking her into thewall, but he barely caught her blurred shape ghost into her room, before the shrill bite of a blunt

	door deafened him for a moment. The pain subsided after a few seconds; just a little bumpto his head and an ache in his back. He quickly gathered himself to his feet and his eyes did a

	slow scan of the room, his dilated pupils focussing on the bookshelvesagain. Ah yes, his previous distraction before the Mudblood had returned.

	He had always been good with numbers, and had decided that counting would be the thingto keep him sane.

	Granger had one-hundred and one books in her sitting room; fifty-six of which wereblack, forty red, three blue and two green. Across all the spines were a total of four-hundred-and- sixty words, excluding the authors' names. He had double-checked this and stored the information away in his head, and Draco's stare recommenced roaming around the room; searching for his next counting project for tomorrow. His next sanity-preserving task.

	 

	
But his eyes automatically fell to her door, and he felt the rage bristle along the fine hairs coating his body and sink into his pores. Entertaining or not, the girl made his temperchurn. He would find something else to count tomorrow.

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	Hermione slumped against the door and hastily murmured the silencing charms before she released a gargled sob. Dear Merlin, she hated him. Hated him! She roughly smudgedaway her treacherous tears and stumbled on shaky legs as she made her way to her bed.

	She was denied a blink of sleep all night, and the witch's anger at the slimy Slytherinniggled at her until the birds came with the navy morning. She despised the birds.

	Andthatwasdayone.
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	Unfortunately, one of the victims was my friend's beautiful little sister. I dedicatethis story to her, as she was a massive Harry Potter fan and such a lovely girl.

	Hope the chapter was okay. I appreciate the honesty and support you've given me and hope that this story is turning out okay so far. Massive thanks to everyone for Reading and Reviewing. Also, for those who read Hunted, I will be doing a one-shot featured eleven years later to tie up any loose ends, and also because I feel I have a couplemore things I want to do with that story. It should be up soon.

	I ask you not to go lightly on me because of the unfortunate circumstances, andinstead insist that you continue with your honesty.

	Thanks again, and all mylove.Bex-chan

	 

	
Score

	 

	ChapterNotes

	See the end of the chapter fornotes

	 

	 

	Hewokewithastart.

	He had dreamt of Astronomy Tower again. The sights, sounds and smells had all plaguedhim ruthlessly; so vivid and vivacious. Even his subconscious was keen to mock him with the fruitful memories; licking away at his brain while he slept, so that the scene repeated itself endlessly in his head. They came every night, some more fierce than others, but there all the same. Nightmares. Tormenting him. Reminding him.

	Failure. Failure. Failure.

	He groaned into the too-soft pillow and turned over, squinting away a tenacious shaft of sunlight. The Autumn sun was irritating and warm on his face, and he didn't like it. It wastoo garish and deceptive, fooling hopeless morons into believing it wasn't freezing outside. He could already feel the chill creeping along his skin as he pushed away the blankets to set his feet against the bitter floorboards.

	He shrugged on the robes he'd been given to beat a shiver, adjusting them over his boxers and vest. Merlin forbid McGonagall could have supplied him with a set of actual pyjamas that might do something to battle hypothermia. He glanced out of the window, but all he couldsee were roof-tiles, bricks and the brazen sky that was too harsh with the sun. What was the pointin having a window without a view? Stupid Gryffindors.

	He realised how quiet it was then, and the silence buzzed in his ears, eased only slightlyby far away birds. He arched a confused eyebrow, realising something at the back of his brain was telling him he'd already woken up once today. If it still even was today.

	Yes, he'd definitely already woken. He could sense the whispers of recollection blowing acrosshisnerveendings.IthadbeentheMudbloodtorousehimagain,withhersodding

	shower and clumsy footfalls. He remembered mumbling a luscious list of swear words into his mattress as he'd listened to her uncouth movements, and he'd been four moreobscenities away from marching in there with dangerous intentions. But then a door had clicked closed and the sounds had stopped.

	She'dgone.Thankfuck.

	Sothewarmthandsoothedhimbacktoslumber.Backtothenightmares.

	 

	
Leaving the bed, he slipped out of the room in search for something to do, and somethingto eat. He helped himself to a glass of milk and some cereal that Granger must have left out, reminding himself that he really needed to learn some wandless cooking skills if he ever wanted a warm meal here. Asking Granger was obviously out of the question.

	Hepouredhimselfasecondbowlofbreakfastashiseyessettledontheclock,andhe released an agitated breath. It wasn't even morning it all; not breakfast. It was almost three in the afternoon; the official sign that a normal sleeping pattern was lost with his wand. Withhispride.

	His eyes went to the main door, and while he knew it was inevitably pointless, he set hisbowl of cereal down and decided he would test it. The second his fingers grazed the handle, sparks shot up the length of his arm; crackling in his veins like spitting flames.

	"Shit," he cursed, eyeing the red sting crowning his fingertips. With a resigned breath, he went back to the kitchenette and turned on the tap to soothe his buzzing skin with somecoldwater.

	Then his eyes fell to the kitchenette's tiles. And he started tocount. Needed to do something...Needed to keep busy...

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	"You're very quiet," Neville frowned, giving her a long look. "Are you okay, Hermione?" Her mouth somehow moulded into a too-bold smile. "I'm fine," she assured himsmoothly,

	running her hands over her strategically-placed textbook. "I have an Arithmacy essay dueand I'm just trying to think."

	It wasn't technically a lie, but she'd completed her essay four days ago. She'd anticipated a few awkward silences between her and her friends when she'd agreed to dinner in theGreat Hall, and had purposefully brought something that she could divert her attention to. Who would bother disputing her need to study?

	Seamus, Dean, Ginny, and Luna had been evidently surprised when she had entered theGreat Hall with Neville, but had all futilely done their best to involve her anyway. She was grateful for their efforts. Really, she was, but the conversation was awkward enough between the

	other four Gryffindors and Ravenclaw without her input. Everyone just skimmed over the subject of war; of Voldemort, and that annoyed her. But she'd desired company thatmorning; peoplewhosheunderstoodandcouldsafelycallfriends.Afterall,itwasn'tanyone'sfault that times of turbulence could strain relationships, and it felt normal to sit with them.

	 

	
So, she'd simply nodded and offered them one-word answers, scribbling down anoccasional annotation for effect.

	"Nobody else is putting any effort into their essays," Neville mumbled quietly, and the others didn't pause their conversation about Qudditch if they heard him. "I guess everyone thinksit'sa little pointless at the moment, but I know how you are with your studies so I shouldn't besurprised."

	She genuinely adored Neville and his clumsy sincerity. He was so endearing it made herheart ache sometimes, and she knew she wouldn't have agreed to meet the others if he hadn't beenhere.

	"Ithelpstobedistracted,"sheofferedwithameekshrug.

	He gave her a small nod of understanding before Seamus mentioned his name and draggedhim back to their discussion on...Oh, hell, she didn't even know what they were on about.She pretended to go back to the chart-decorated pages, but found her sleepy gaze steering over to the Slytherin table.

	Itwasempty,ofcourse.

	Of the two-hundred-and-fifty odd students that had returned to Hogwarts, only thirty-two bore the green tie. All were fourth years or younger and had taken to dining andsocialising with the other houses in small groups. None of them wanted to be associated with the stereotypes of their house, and had done everything to avoid association with the snake

	emblem. As far as she knew, they didn't even sleep in the dungeons, and had taken up inthe many spare beds cluttered around the various dorms.

	Itwassadreally.

	Theyweresodesperatetoavoidassumptionsandbadimpressions,eventhoughtheir

	presence at Hogwarts alone was proof enough that they didn't agree with Voldemort'sviews. They were just like everyone else; hoping for safety and praying for it all to end.

	She hated Malfoy just that little bit more then, for being so fickle and conforming to the stereotypes that came with Salazar's legacy, and her stare waltzed up the table to land atthe spot she'd last seen him sit.

	She remembered how awful he'd looked during sixth year and scolded herself for beingso naïve to the signs of what had been coming. She could remember her comments to Harry about him, and how she'd almost sounded concerned. How could she have been so blind?

	"Hermione," a soft feminine voice pulled her back to the present, and she turned toface Luna. "You okay there? You looked a little distant."

	She fought hard not to squint at the irony-laced comment. "I'm fine, Luna," she sighed, gesturing to her book. "Just having a bit of difficulty focussing on this. I think I mighthead up to the library."

	 

	
"Already?" Ginny frowned, and Hermione noted her concern was genuine. "You'vebarely touched your food."

	The brunette glanced down at her half-nibbled Sunday Roast. "I'm not that hungry,"she shrugged, pushing her plate aside. "I had quite a big breakfast."

	She could see their reluctance to believe her, and she couldn't blame them. She knewshe'd lost some weight since Harry and Ron had left, but it wasn't so much that she was starving herself, or really eating less food at all; she just ate at abnormal times. It was the insomnia again. Maybe she should take up Slughorn on his Dreamless Sleep Potion offer.

	"Do you want some company in the library?" Neville offered earnestly. "I guess I couldwork on my Herbology essay."

	"No, that's fine," she shook her head, rising from the table. "I know you don't like thelibrary and you haven't finished your dinner."

	"I might pop up later then," he compromised, spearing another sprout with his fork. "Itwas nice to see you though, Hermione."

	"It really was," Ginny nodded, accompanied by a hum of agreement from Seamus andDean. "Will you come see us tomorrow?"

	No.

	"I'll try," she breathed quietly, giving her fellow lions and the blonde eagle a soft smile."It was nice to see you all too."

	She gathered her belongings and turned to leave with a delicate wave in their direction. She could already hear their hushed tones fluttering amongst the Great Hall as she left, all discussing how bad she looked, no doubt. They would talk about the dark smudges underher bloodshot eyes and how her skin had turned a shade paler. Nothing vicious or remotely backstabbing. Just the truth. Just words of worry.

	Perhaps she would have felt guilty if her body could accommodate any morenegativeemotions.

	But it couldn't. Thoughts of Malfoy had pretty much filled her to the brim with spicynotions, and combined with a lot of loneliness and a dash of despair, she just didn't have the room.

	The hope was still there though; just a flicker of optimism about the size of her heart that refused to perish. She clung to it desperately sometimes, and then cursed it the nextmoment.Itwaswhatkepthergoingandencouragedherlate-nightendeavourstoreadeverything about Horcruxes, and also what lead her to continue Order training with McGonagall.

	Yes,itwasthere.Itjustwentmissingsometimes...

	The library was alive for a change. A few third years were crowded around a tablediscussing some Potions homework, and another desk was full with a set of fourth years. Madam Pince was tucked away in her usual spot too, with her beak stuck in a book and her narrow stare

	 

	
peering over the pages to watch the students. Hermione offered the sullen librarian anod which wasn't reciprocated, before she looked back around the space with unsure eyes.

	She spotted another batch of pupils behind a bookcase and decided the library was too busy for her liking. She needed solitude. She headed to the restricted section and plucked two of the books she needed from the shelf and decided she couldn't stay here if she wanted toread in peace. She slipped the weighty texts in her bag and contemplated going outside, but the weather was hardly suitable for a reading session.

	She just wanted to go back to her room and curl up on the couch with a hot chocolateand literature for company.

	Buthewasthere.

	Her brow creased with determination. Well, she was not going to be exiled from herown room because of that bastard. She refused. Why should she have to alter her routine just

	because of Malfoy? If the slimy prat played up, she could just lock him in his bedroom. She cast a quick concealment charm on the books as she left the library, her intelligence warning her that it wasn't wise for him to know the subject of her interest. If the little swine foundout and somehow managed to escape, no doubt he would go skipping back to Voldemort, expecting a pat on the head for foiling Harry and Ron's plans.

	Her strides back to her dorm were bold and purposeful, building her up with adrenaline toready her for a confrontation. Mumbling the password to the main door, ad lucem, sheshoved open the door harder than necessary and her eyes found him instantly. Whatever she had expected to find him doing, this wasn't it.

	Hewasperchedonthecounterseparatingthelivingspacefromherkitchenettewithhis hands braced at his sides. His shoulders were relaxed and his head slightly tilted to the sideas he absently tapped one of his fingers against the mahogany surface. He hadn't noticed her,even after she had closed the door with a silent tug and taken some small steps into the room.

	She craned her neck so she could catch the right side of his face, realising that his familiar scowl was still in place, darkening his features. She wondered briefly how his agitated expression could be so permanent, but then realised that her mouth had scarcely risen at the corners for several weeks. His scowl wasn't necessarily angry though, more concentratedthan anything else.

	Hermione peered a little closer, like he was a rare and dangerous bird that she had simply stumbled across. She followed his steadfast glare to nothing but the wall of white tiles.Her lips parted with a look of irritated confusion.

	Whatthe...

	"Whatthehellareyoudoing?"shequestionedsharply,watchingasheflinchedinsurprise and snapped his head to look at her. Ah, there was the anger. Clearly she had disturbed himin some way, and he was furious about it. Her amber eyes flickered to the tiles again to see if

	shehadmissedsomething,buttherewasn'tsomuchasablemishagainsttheivoryceramic.

	 

	
"Bloody hell, Granger!" he roared, hopping off the wooden top with fluid movements."I've lost count now, you stupid-

	"Count?" she repeated, instinctively laying a hand over her pocketed wand. He didn't nearher like she'd expected; just shifted his weight between his legs and regarded her impatientlyabout fifteen feet away. He still felt too close though. "What were you-

	"Whatthefuckareyoudoinghere?"hesnappedquickly.

	"I live here," she hissed, crossing to the sofa and dropping her heavy bag. "And I havesome work to do, so leave me alone-

	"And where exactly would you have me go?" he countered, folding his arms over hischest. He rolled his shoulders like he was preparing for a brawl, and she could see his muscles rhythmically fluctuate under the grey polo neck.

	"Ireallycouldn'tcareless,"sheansweredcrisply."Goyoyourroom-

	"Why should I?" Draco growled, eyeing her with a calculating glare. "You can come andgo as you please, so you should go somewhere else-

	"This is my room, Malfoy!" she yelled, balling her fists defiantly. "You're just herebecause the Order feels sorry for you!"

	He snarled. "I'm here because you bloody morons can't mind your own business!" heshouted. "Always sticking your noses in and thinking you're helping-

	"Wearehelpingyou!"

	"Well, I don't WANT you're fucking help!" Draco screamed, his tone loud andreverberating amongst the dorm's antique acoustics. "I NEVER wanted your help-

	"Well, you've got it," she interrupted calmly, unable to help the haughtiness to her voice."So stop complaining like the spoilt brat you are and-

	"Pissoff-

	"I'mwaitingforyoutopissoff,"thewitchretorted."Ineedtodosomework-

	"Why don't you go into your room?" he asked snidely, taking a long stride towards her."Or better yet, sod off to the Tower with the rest of your dickhead friends-

	"BecauseIshouldn'thaveto-

	"Why do you Gryffindors always insist on making things more difficult?" he questioned, completely serious. "You're always chasing trouble and it's so bloody stupid, and thenyou wonder why people are always trying to kill you-

	"I can understand that you would find it difficult to understand," Hermione saidslowly, lifting her chin. "That we're brave enough to stand up for what we-

	 

	
"Don't patronise me, Granger," he rolled his eyes. "Bravery, my arse. You and thosefeckless idiots crossed the line into stupidity a long time ago-

	"Don't you dare call me stupid," she scowled, removing her hand from her pocket to pointa scolding finger in his direction. "I am not-

	"Very well," he mumbled, taking her back for a second. "You might have some brain cellsto rub together, but the Orphan and the Pauper are just bloody useless-

	"Don'tcallthem-

	"And there's a lot to be said about your shoddy little group," he continued, takinganother stride towards her. "When it's the sodding Mudblood who has the brains!"

	The Muggle instinct coasting through her blood goaded her to reach for the mug on the table and hurl it in his direction. And she threw it hard; harder than she had probably thrown anything in her life. But he dodged it. Bastard. She watched it shatter against the wall behind him. Pretty white china raining down with a few splinters of wood. She snapped herfire-gold eyes back to him, vibrating with uninhibited anger when she saw the amusement tugging athis features.

	"I won't tell you again, Malfoy," she spat, reining in her stormy impulses to hex him hereand now. "Go to your room and let me get on with my work-

	"Touch a nerve there, Granger?" he drawled smugly. "Was it the Mudblood, or mycomment about the twat twins?"

	"Stopcallingthem-

	"Why don't you go and irritate them with your presence?" he questioned with aflippantwave.

	"Shutup,Malfoy!"

	"No, I'm bloody serious," he insisted, a little intrigued when he noticed her lips twitch."Why the hell don't you bother Potter and Weasley instead of me-

	"Because they're not bloody here!" Hermione blurted, knowing it probably wasn't thewisest thing to tell him. She instantly saw his smirk stretch and resented the boys just that little fraction more for leaving her here. With him. "They're not here," she repeated in a calmer tone, willing herself to keep her wits about her.

	"Whereare-

	"AsifIwouldtellyou,"shescoffed."Justleaveme,Malfoy,beforeI-

	"This is classic," he chuckled, licking his lips as though he could actually tasteher frustration. Apparently it was delicious. "This certainly explains a lot."

	Sheloweredherbrow."Whatareyoutalkingabout?"

	 

	
"Why your face looks like a smacked arse all the time," he told her simply, nearing heragain with a winning swagger. "Why you look ready to slit your wrists-

	Too far."Don'tberidiculous-

	"The Golden Trio separated," he mused, more to himself. "That must hurt, Granger.Knowing that the only two people who can actually stand you have up and left-

	"AtleastIhavefriends-

	"But they're not here, are they?" he reminded her with a telling click of his tongue. "Mustbea bugger not being able to get your leg over Weasley any more."

	She sputtered but drew in her mortification with a quick breath. Ron was...Ron was her friend. Nothing more. She had hoped for more and sacrificed her innocence to him before he'd left with Harry. I had been...uncomfortable, and he hadn't particularly handled it well, and it had been made painfully clear to her that a relationship with him was off her cards, although some of those pesky romantic feelings towards him seemed to linger. Maybeafter all the drama of the War had settled...

	"Ron and I are none of your business," she muttered defiantly, realising she hadprobably remained silent too long. "Stop being such a-

	"Perhaps you prefer Potter then?" he accused with a disgusted snort. "Merlin, you threearepathetic."

	She wanted another shot with the mug. But no. She wanted an advantage that didn't relyon her skills as a witch.

	He was closer now, and she noticed briefly that he smelled of orchards and sleep. Hisactions weretoogracefulandfluent,likehehadplannedthisallmeticulously,withherhumiliation as his goal. Her fingers flexed with the desire to wrap around her wand, but she wanted todeal with him without magic if she could. She couldn't very well curse him every time they

	argued; even it was a ridiculously enticing prospect. She was a clever girl and quick withher tongue; she could handle him. She could.

	She needed a new approach, so she placed her hands on her hips and attempted to mirrorhis cockiness. Fair enough, he knew what made her temper tremble, but he had his weaknessestoo...

	"It must be difficult for you, Malfoy," she said smoothly, pleased when he cocked aneyebrow with curiosity. "Watching the people you deem inferior doing so much better than you-

	"Whatareyou-

	"Harry with his Quidditch," she listed proudly, withdrawing her wand and toying withit between her nimble fingers. "Me with my grades-

	"Are you implying I'm jealous, Granger?" he questioned sharply, his voice a repulsedrumble in his throat. "Because I would rather-

	 

	
"It would certainly explain a lot," she reasoned casually, as though she was debating her homework with a friend. She tapped her wand coolly against her palm; nothingoffensive, just a little gesture to remind him that she had magic on her side. "All hatred stems from something. I mean, we have managed to accomplish a fair bit in the last six years-

	"Fucking,welldonetoyou-

	"And as far as I can recall," she carried on, ignoring his sarcastic hiss with ease. "Youhave yet to do anything particularly...interesting with your life, Malfoy-

	"Shutit,Granger-

	"And anything you've tried to do," Hermione pushed, unable to stop herself nowthat impending victory was warming her bones. "You have always failed miserably-

	"Shutyour-

	"Irememberthetimeinsecondyear,"shewenton,rubbingherchininanalmostpensive way. "When you fell off your broom and lost the Quidditch game to Harry. Wasn't yourfatherthere?"

	He snarled and went to grab her, but when she flicked her wand towards him, he halted."I warned you not to discus my father-

	"And I bet he wasn't too pleased when he found out your grades were second to a Mudblood," she said, noting that his scowl hardened when she used the derogatory termforherself.

	"Don'ttalkaboutmyfather,"herepeated,hisvoicelow.

	But she faltered when she noticed it wasn't particularly threatening; more irritatedand perhaps a little...wounded? That was unsettling.

	"Then don't talk about my friends," she murmured finally, watching his jaw clench as an unvoiced agreement was passed between them. He looked a little more human then, andshe wanted to punch him again. "Are you going to leave me in peace, or do I have to put you in the room myself?"

	He growled, but to her utter surprise and bafflement, he actually moved away from her witha coupleofbackwardstrides.Hisraincloudstaredidn'tleaveherthough,juststabbedherlike he was trying to melt her away through will alone.

	"When I get out of this shit-pit," he started with a dark murmur, just before he reachedhis door. "And I get my wand back, I'm coming straight for you, Granger."

	"I'msureyouwill,"shenoddedwithtrainedindifference.

	His eyes swept up and down her with a swift swish of his tar-puddle pupils. And then,almost in a blur, he was out of her sight, with only the expected loud crash of the door to split her

	 

	
ears. She stared at it with slightly widened eyes and chewed at her bottom lip with aproud grin yanking the corners of her mouth.

	Shehaddoneit.Shehadmanagedtogethimtoleaveheralonewithoutusingmagic.

	Hermione fell back into the couch and felt a proud giggle shimmy up her windpipe. Shehad beaten him, despite her earlier troubles when he had decided to bring the boys into the

	argument.She'dhadthelastword.She'dgottenwhatshewanted.

	And while she didn't realise it, she allowed herself a smile that wasn't forced for the firsttime since she had waved goodbye to Harry and Ron. And that had been almost four weeks ago.

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	Bitch...

	Back in the small space, he would swear the four walls had shifted slightly. The room definitely felt smaller, and it made the beginnings of a cool sweat lick his forehead. He had half a mind to charge back in the sitting area and start screaming at her again, but thenwhat would it accomplish? All she would do was abuse her magic, and he would end up back

	where he was, but probably in a bit of pain to make his day just that little bit moredismal. He covered his face with his palms and dragged his scratching fingers through his hair.

	He'd never felt so degraded in his seventeen years. When had his life deteriorated so much that he had landed here? Supervised like a pissing child by the Muggle-spawn scum.Trying to avoid becoming one of those sanity-drained freaks that mumbled nonsense to themselves when the walls had gotten too close.

	But, it could have been worse, he mused. It could have been the Weasel. That wouldhave definitely ended in bloodshed by now. At least Granger wasn't a brainless prick and could actually back up her arguments.

	He went to the bed and slumped into the fabrics, resting his elbows against his knees and staring at the withered floorboards. His eyes shifted to the bedside table and he openedthe drawer, peering inside to find only a discarded quill and a Gryffindor tie.

	Perhaps he could use it to hang himself with when he'd finally gone insane in thisplace. When the walls...

	He snatched up the quill and waltzed his fingers up the silky feather strands. He glancedback to the drawer to check if there was any ink or parchment, but there wasn't. So, he leaned back on his bed and brought the nib to the mahogany headboard.

	 

	
He sliced at the dark wood and carved an M and a G, and then dissected the letters witha defined line between them.

	MforMalfoy.GforGranger.

	HewouldhaveputMforMudbloodifhissurnamedidn'tstartwiththesameletter.

	Alright,hewouldadmitthatshehadwonthisargument,buthehadcertainlywon yesterday's. It only seemed rational to keep score, and it was something else to feed his habit for counting. He scrawled a short line under each letter to indicate their respective scoresand made a silent vow that she wouldn't get any more marks for the duration of his stay.

	Then his eyes went back to the floor, and he started to count. First the boards, then thecracks in between.
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	Every day she came back to her dorm, and he was there. Ready to drill her brain with insults andcomplaints,anditwasstartingtosuckthelifeoutofher.Shewouldfinishherlessons andreturntotheHeadGirldormtocompleteherhomework,knowingthelibrarywouldbe too packed until about eight in the evening, and he was always there. Just waiting; his tongue damp and prepared to goad her into arguments that could last for minutes or hours,depending entirely on how stubborn they both were.

	It was always the same scornfulwords.Filthy.

	Bitch.

	Mudblood.

	Mudblood...

	Sometimes they hurt, and sometimes not so much. She was slowly developing animmunity to them, but every now and then he'd throw something new at her, and it would completely shake her. Then again, she gave as good as she got. They were pretty evenly matched, she

	figured, but after a week of pulsing headaches and his voice thundering in her ears, she'dhadenough.

	On the eighth day of his stay – a Friday – during her Arithmacy lesson, Hermione hadan epiphany, and it came in her mother's voice.

	Nothingannoysabullymorethanifyoudon'treact.Orbetteryet,benicetothem.

	She had never really paid much attention to those silly little bits of advice that parents gave,as more often than not they did nothing beneficial, but this she could use. Malfoy wasclearly baiting her because he bored, and if she refused to acknowledge him, or simply play nice, it would do his head in. And if he got too aggravated, she could just lock him in his room until he'd calmed down.

	She'dnevertreasuredherwandsomuch.

	Just two more lessons and she would be finished for the day. And he would be there.Waiting. And she would ignore him. No matter how much he wound her up, she would not react.

	Shewouldnotreactinthewayhewanted.

	JustPotionsandHerbologytogo,andshecouldtestherlittletheoryonthesmarmygit.
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	***

	 

	 

	.

	There were four-hundred-and-five tiles between the kitchenette and the bathroom. Allwhite, and fifty-six had cracks in them. It had taken him three days to confirm that, what with Granger's bloody interruption and his need to double-check.

	He'd gone back to the floorboards then. There were ninety-seven all together, thirty-eightin his room and then he had added all the others in the dorm together too. That was excluding Granger's room, of course. He'd tried to break into her quarters two days ago and had received the same burning sensation he'd had from the main door.

	Scoldedfingertips.Peachy.

	He'd woken up at two today after a very tempestuous night. More nightmares, and theywere getting a lot worse. His eyes had automatically gone to his headboard to study his artwork,just as they had done each morning beforehand. As it stood, he had six marks, and Granger had five. According to his memory, and a reminder that on some days they'd argued morethan once, he guessed it was Friday.

	He'd arrived on a Friday so that would make this his eighth day inhell. At least he was managing to keep a track on time. Sort of...

	It really would have been more sensible to mark the day on his headboard insteadof arguments tally. But sod it. He was winning, so it would stay as it was.

	He left bed, changed, and went in search of something to do. To count. Just until Grangergot back and they could have their usual battle of wits.

	Granger...

	Her scent was everywhere; clouding the atmosphere like a summer smog. That tee-tree soap she used, a hint of summer rain, and what he had finally established was cherry. Sweet witha bit of spice. Not entirely unpleasant; just bloody suffocating when he had to inhale it all day, everyday. Her aroma had even leaked into his room, and was now permanently wedged

	somewherebetweenhissinusesandhisfrontallobe.

	He couldn't get away from it. From her. And it was dragging insanity into his brain justthat little bit quicker.

	Making his way into the common area, he grabbed his usual bowl of cereal with an appleand searched for something to count...But there was nothing.

	 

	
So he simply stared at the clock, and watched the minutes tick by until she came homeat twenty to four, as she always did. Like clockwork. Her petite little frame slipped into the room and he indulged in a cruel smirk.

	Letthegamesbegin.

	"Afternoon Mudblood," he greeted with bravado, not particularly bothered when shedidn't react. It took her a while to get riled up to a level he relished. "And how did our favourite bookworm Gryffin-bore find the lessons today?"

	"Fine, thank you," she responded evenly, taking her usual spot on thesofa. He faltered. What, no 'sod off, Malfoy' today?

	"Iaskedyouaquestion-

	"And I gave you an answer," she replied calmly. Too calm. "It wasn't good enough," he criticised, walking closer toher.

	She shrugged. Just shrugged and removed some parchment to start on her homework. The silent treatment, a challenge. Okay, he could play with that. She would react eventually. She had to. He'd waited for the spark in her eyes and the sharp retorts for over an hour. Hewanted them. Thrived on them, actually.

	"What the fuck is this?" he spat, snatching the parchment out of her fingers and examiningit critically. "You even write like a malformed Muggle. Can't Mudbloods manage decenthandwriting?"

	She still didn't look at him, just plucked a book from her bag instead and started to read.He tossed her homework to the side and growled at her.

	"You're not fooling me, Granger," he said slowly, standing directly before her andcrossing his arms. "I know what you're doing."

	"I'mreading,"shetoldhimquietly,hercinnamon-glazedeyestrailingovertheinkypages.

	"You know you want to shout at me, Granger," he drawled, convinced he must be teasingher impulse to claw at him with either fingernails or insults. "Or do I have to bring up the twat who won't die and his orange pet?"

	His stony glare shifted to her ever-plump lips and waited for the customary twitch of her mouth. When you were isolated to a room with only one person to pass the time andobserve, you noticed the telling signs, and Granger was a rather fascinating specimen to read. All ittook was a quick offensive slur about her two 'special' friends, and her lips would always twinge. Then her pupils would dilate and an agitated flush would stain her cheeks before the witty comebacks would tumble out of her mouth.

	But there was no twitch today. No, her blossom-coloured mouth didn't move at all.She'd broken her routine. The routine he'd almost memorised. How dare she.

	 

	
Hegrabbedthebooktoo,anddiscardeditwitharoughchuckbehindhim.

	"Fucking look at me, Granger!" he demanded arrogantly, one whisper away fromstomping his foot. "Now!"

	She slowly raised her honey gaze to him, but it was completely blank. Bored even. Ignoring himwasactuallyeasierthanshe'dexpected,butthenshe'dhadplentyofpracticemuffling out Harry and Ron's Quidditch conversations. She took this moment just to study hisfeatures as he ranted on about how filthy her blood was; taking note of his china-doll skin. Oddthough. Normally it suited him, but she would swear it was almost turning grey.

	...Will not be ignored by you!" he continued, but she really wasn't paying attention."Granger,I am bloody...

	She shimmied her eyes up his face and noticed how drained he looked. Not sleep-deprived though. More weak-limbed and glassy-eyed with failing energy. She breathed in and hewas close enough that she could smell him.

	Applesandsleep.Alwaysapplesandsleep.

	A thought crossed her mind and her lips parted with interest. She was on her feet in a thudof his heart, brushing past him and heading to the small kitchen.

	"Where the hell are you going?" she vaguely heard him demand. "I SAID where areyou bloody going?"

	He was distant blur behind her as she started throwing open all the cabinet doors andexamined the contents, also trying to remember what she'd eaten in the last few days.Merlin, how could she not have noticed this before?

	"Hey!"hecalled,marchingupbehindher."Mud-bitch!Iaskedyou-

	"What have you been eating?" Hermione questioned sharply, spinning around to find hima little closer than she'd have liked.

	Heblinkedwithhotconfusion."Whatthe-

	"What have you been eating?" she repeated, harsher this time. "As far as I can see,you haven't touched any of the food except some apples and milk-

	"Whatthefuckisittoyou?"

	"Is that all you've had?" she asked, finding herself horrified for some reason. "Applesandmilk?"

	He hooded his eyes to mask his puzzlement and scowled at her odd behaviour. Whyexactly was she so offended by his eating habits? "And cereal," he mumbled, unsure what else he should say, but feeling an urge to defend himself.

	 

	
"That's it?" she frowned, releasing a sad sigh that he really despised. "Malfoy, youcan't survive on that sort of diet-

	"Whywould-

	"You're becoming anaemic," she continued, and he suddenly stepped back, as though he'djust remembered that her muddy blood could be contagious. "And you're probably developing a protein deficiency-

	"Does this boring lecture on anatomy have a point?" he snapped impatiently, pretendingto examine his fingernails.

	"You need to eat more," Hermione told him, realising that there was an unnerving hintof concern to her tone again. Curse the do-gooder gene in her system. "Why haven't you...

	She trailed off as the reality dawned on her, and she analysed him as his features scrunchedup with a warning not to voice the comment at the tip of her tongue. But, Gryffindorbravery and all that jazz aside, she was a stubborn witch.

	"You don't know how to cook without magic," she surmised, eyes round and voice alittle quieter. "Do you?"

	"Fuckoff,Granger."

	That meant yes. Eight days with him and she already had a little built-in Malfoytranslator stashed away in her brain. There were new additions everyday, but 'fuck off, Granger' was definitely code for 'yes, and I will not admit it.'

	"Why didn't you say something?" the witch questioned carefully, tilting her head to theside in a way that made Draco want to tear if off. "I could have-

	"Could have what, Granger?" he sneered, taking a step so he was in her space again."Given me that stupid pitying look you have right now? Held it over my head-

	"Iwouldn'thave-

	"Idon'twantyourhelp,"hetoldherwithacruelwhisper."Justleaveit-

	"Ican't,"shemumbled,andtherewasaslightapologytohertone."Youneedtoeat-

	"It would serve your purpose to have me rot away in the corner!" Draco snarled,towering over her so his fruity breath glided over her cheekbones. "Why do you give a shit about-

	"I just do!" she sputtered, making up for her lack of height with volume. "It's just the wayIam-

	"Sodding Gryffindors," he grumbled, pulling away from her quickly with only a disgusted glance to leave behind. She watched him closely as he disappeared behind his door, andthe October chill suddenly caught up with her.

	 

	
.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	Inside his room and away from her bloody concern, he slid down the door and droppedhis face into his sweaty palms. This was definitely a new low; sympathised by her. And things had been different today, there had been a glitch in the routine that he and her had accidentally stumbled into. The walls dragged a little closer again.

	He didn't even bother getting up to place a mark on the headboard. As far as he couldtell, neither had won that argument.

	He stayed in that defeated position for an hour or four, listening to Granger's movements and inhaling her unavoidable scent. He heard the main door close, presumably with her exit, andhe shakily rose to his feet, suddenly aware of how lethargic his muscles were performing.He went back to the main area and something else filled the air.

	Food.Anditsmelledbloodyglorious.

	He eyed the steaming pot of stew on the counter warily. She had blatantly left it for him andhis pride was trying to quash the rumbles in his stomach. But Merlin, it smelled amazing,and the temptation was too strong.

	Therewasenoughforthreepeopleandheatethewholething.Itwasperfect.

	And then he felt disorientated. There had been too many changes today and it hadthrown him for seven. They hadn't screamed mindlessly at each other like they normally did, and then with the whole food thing...

	She'sscrewingwithyourhead.

	Andtherewasnothinglefttocount!Shit,shit,shit!

	He needed to keep distracting himself or he would fall. His eyes shifted to her booksand decided it was his only option. Hell, he'd eaten food that a Mudblood had prepared, how much more infected could he get if he read one of her books?

	Selecting a simple-looking text on Potions that he had probably read before, Draco begantoread.

	.

	 

	
***

	 

	 

	.

	"Good, Miss Granger!" McGonagall praised, firing another hex towards the youngerwitch. "Keep up the shield!"

	Hermione could feel the sweat breaking out on her forehead and slithering down her spine. The bicep of her wand arm was aching like torture, but she held her defensive position.This was definitely the longest she had ever held a shield charm and it was beginning to waver, much to her frustration.

	Justalittlemore...

	The headmistress shot out another spell, and it penetrated her protection. It scolded her arm and she smacked to the floor with a disappointed grunt. She took only a moment to catchher breath before she was jumping up to her feet. "Again," she panted, crouching back intoposition.

	"That's enough for today," Minerva told her, lowering her wand. "It's gettinglate- "It's a Saturday tomorrow," she disputed. "Come on, just one more-

	"You must learn to quit while you're ahead, Miss Granger," the greying womanadvised. "Anyway, I have some questions I would like to ask you."

	"Aboutwhat?"

	"Mr Malfoy," she answered, as though it was obvious. "I thought you'd have a lot to say about him, but you haven't mentioned him once. Is everything okay? I had expected youto ask me to remove him by now."

	"I think I'm handling it better than I thought I would," Hermione explained with a tiredshrug. "I guess six years of putting up with his mouth has prepared me rather well."

	"I knew you wouldn't disappoint me," the professor offered her a rare fond smile. "So hehasbehaved?"

	Hermione couldn't stop her snort. "I think that's going a little far," she said. "But I barelysee him between my studies and my training with you. We fight a lot, but it's nothing I haven't heard before and I can handle it."

	Theolderwomanconsideredherforasecond."Andhasthefightingevertunedviolent?"

	"He's tried to grab me a few times," she remembered with narrowed eyes. "But I havemy wand so I can deal with it."

	 

	
"Good," the older witch nodded, extending a hand. "Pass me your wand, Miss Granger. I thought of a spell that might help. It's sort of a Muggle-repelling charm to burn the handof anyone who tries to touch it."

	"ButMalfoy'snotaMuggle?"

	"I'm aware of that," McGonagall frowned as she performed the silent spell, and Hermione watched her wand glow green for a moment. "But he doesn't have his wand so it willwork just as well. I'll have to renew the spell every nine or ten days."

	"Thanks,"shemumbledasherwandwasreturnedtoher.

	"And what about Mr Malfoy's behaviour?" the headmistress continued. "Is he having anyoddturns?"

	Hermione's damp brow rippled with thought. "I...I don't really know," she mumbledfinally. "As I said, I don't really-

	"Well, I would like you to pay a little more attention to him from now on," the professortold her student with her familiar clinical voice.

	Thebrunetteblanched."WhywouldI-

	"That boy was imprisoned in a shack for the better part of five months," McGonagallexplained slowly. "And now he has been forced to stay in your small room. Confinement can do damaging things to the mind, Miss Granger, and I imagine he has been rather...troubledasit is-

	"Well,that'shisownproblem-

	"I doubt dealing with an unstable Draco Malfoy will be beneficial for you," the witchstated wisely, gesturing for Hermione to follow her to the door. "And it might do you well to

	rememberthathewasforcedintohismissionwhenyouaredealingwithhim."

	The young witch chewed her lip thoughtfully. She had known that it had never beenMalfoy's idea to kill Dumbledore, and that he had been threatened with death upon his failure. Harryhad told her all this, somewhat begrudgingly after she had asked him about what he'd heard that night, but it had never dimmed her hatred for the Slytherin. Mourning Albus andpreparingforwarhadgotteninthewayoftryingtounderstandit...Tryingtounderstandhim...

	She realised then that despite the certainty of Voldemort's wrath, he had still failed tomurder Dumbledore, and it completely sobered her. He hadn't done it, even though his life had been threatened if he failed.

	She shook her head and huffed as McGonagall led her down the corridor towards theexit, and her stubborn breath fluttered down the passage.

	No. It was irrelevant. So he wasn't a killer; that didn't dampen his other vile qualities. Hewas still a vindictive bully and very much evil.

	 

	
But...

	Nevertheless, something jerked in her head. Something close to the crux of intrigue, andshe wondered if that was why she had bothered to leave him a warm meal. She hadn't really figured out where that act of kindness had come from yet.

	"Professor,"shestartedreluctantlyastheywalked."Whydon'tyouthinkhedidit?"

	Hermione couldn't ever recall seeing the headmistress look hesitant or uncertain, but shedid at that moment. "I guess only Mr Malfoy knows that," she said finally as they reached the

	door and paused. "And perhaps the reason isn't soimportant." "What do you mean?"

	"Maybe the only important thing is that he didn't do it," McGonagall offered, her thickaccent rich with a wisdom and age that Hermione always found enlightening. "And I would recommend that you focus on that for the rest of his stay."

	Theteethonherlowerlipstabbedalittleharder."Alright,"sheagreed."I'lldomybest."

	"And that's all I ask," the ageing witch said. "Would you like me to walk you toyourquarters?"

	"I'll be fine," she dismissed, taking some steps to leave the headmistress behind."Goodnight,Professor."

	She took her time walking back to her room, considering exactly how she was supposed to keep an eye on Malfoy when all she wanted to do was lock his door and never see him again...Kind of...Her earlier thoughts about Dumbledore made her question if the level ofher disgust for him was justified. She would have to think about that.

	Hermione half expected Malfoy to be waiting for her; ready to pour the pot of stew over her head for offending him in such a manner. She knew he'd view it as an insult to hispureblood pride, but the guy needed to eat. End of.

	If she suffered a stew-inflicted scold for her naïve attempt at kindness then so beit. But he wasn't there.

	Andthepotwasempty. He actually ate it...?

	Another unwilling smile caused by Malfoy stained her lips, and she felt her intrigueflourish in her chest. Maybe the magnitude of her hatred towards him wasn't justified. Then again, maybe he was just that hungry, and she was always too quick to seek the good in people.

	.

	 

	
***

	 

	 

	.

	Fuckinghell...

	He woke up with salty licks dashed across his face, and he genuinely had no idea if itwas sweat or tears.

	Soddingnightmares.

	The weekend had passed pretty quickly with more steaming meals from the Mudbloodand dull passages from two books. Only ninety-nine to go. He'd only left his room to use the bathroom and collect the food. If he didn't run into Granger, then he could pretend that it wasn't her that left the food.

	Hecouldpretendthathewasn'tacceptinghergesturesofkindness.

	Because the very prospect made him want to slam his head into the wall until be blackedout. Or perhaps vomit, but he couldn't spare the fluids. Especially when he woke up sweatingeveryday.

	Hedidn'tknowwhatwasworse;thatshetookthetimeandefforttocreatethefood,orthe fact that she always thought to make sure it was hot for him, with what he assumed wassome sort of warming charm. Why not just leave it to go cold? Why waste her magic on making

	sureheenjoyedthemeal?Itwasbloodyhumiliating.

	It was Monday, and she was in the shower again, which meant he had woken far too early if she hadn't even gone to lessons yet. The soothing thrums of water danced into his room likea damp dream. He desperately didn't want to return to the nightmares. They were violent now, and he was starting to physically react. They hurt; pulsed in his temple for hours afterwards, and he couldn't stop the trembles that racked his body either.

	Theywerebreakinghim...

	One of her shower-blissed moans shuddered into his room, and he would swear hisheadache was eased slightly. He licked his lips and waited for the next one, just to check.

	Anotherfemininepurramomentlater.

	Yes, it was definitely clouding his brain and chasing away the throbbing in his skull.He wanted to question it, but he didn't dare.

	Instead, he found himself leaving the bed, tugging the blanket behind him to combat the Autumn morning. He cocooned himself in the thick fabric and settled against the wall which separated his room from the bathroom. He would hate himself for it later, but by Merlin's grave, he was willing to do anything to chase away the painful aftershocks of hisnightmares.

	 

	
With a defeated groan, he rested his ear against the wall and basked in the wet noises andher throaty sounds. One particularly pleasant mew roused a shiver to sprint up his spine, and itwas the most relaxed he'd felt since the night at Astronomy Tower.

	The water and the witch were lulling him back to sleep, and even while he knew thesounds were pleasing to his ears and psyche, he'd never hated himself so much.

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	When Draco woke again, he judged the time by the angle of the cloud-embraced sun.He reckoned it was early afternoon so he shrugged on the usual black trousers and a black

	jumper, realising his selection of clothes would require washing soon. Great. Anotherfavour from her.

	That Gryffindor tie around his throat was becoming far more tempting with every hour-long minute that slipped by. And he didn't mean for fashion purposes. As if he would wear redand bloody gold.

	He wandered into the common area to find a casserole waiting in the usual spot by thestove, and another sliver of his pride fizzled away as he opened the drawer to retrieve a fork. Hemust have opened the wrong drawer because he found himself looking at three little vials of clear liquid and some clear cylindrical tubes with a needle at the end.

	Whatthehell?

	He eyed the foreign objects warily for a few moments before coming to the conclusionthat they must be some strange Muggle things.

	He glanced at the clock then, and groaned when he realised he'd misjudged the time. Just as the thought had carved itself into his brain, the main door opened and Granger stumbledinto the room, apparently having a little trouble with her bag.

	Shelooksdifferent...

	Andshereallydid.Hehadnoideawhatitwasbutsomethinghaddefinitelychanged.

	She was the only person he had seen for ten days and he could admit that he had learnedher features fairly well, but something was definitely different. She hadn't noticed his presence yet so he trailed his quicksilver eyes across her face to find the change.

	Samepetal-pinklips.

	 

	
Samesyrupygoldeyes.

	Samesun-stainedskin.

	Same spatter of barely-there freckles across her bridge of hernose. Certainly the same catastrophic owl-nest she called hair.

	She was still struggling with her bag as she closed the door behind her, and after a few more seconds he credited her 'change' to not seeing her for two days. Isolating himself to his bedroom had probably not helped his brain, and it was rather likely that it was playingtricks on him. Wouldn't be the first time.

	She snapped her head up, and he found himself stuck in one of those infuriatingstaring contests he'd refused to participate in when he was a child.

	Yes,definitelythesamegoldeyes.

	It took six heartbeats before she shifted her face into a tired frown and turned away fromhim to shuffle into the room.

	"I'm not in the mood for an argument today, Malfoy," she mumbled, collapsing on thecouch gracelessly. "So if you-

	"Sod off, Granger," he interrupted, noting his voice was a little rusty after his two daysof silence. "I have better things to do than waste my time with you."

	She had the gall to chuckle. "Oh really?" she scoffed. "And what would that beexactly? Hiding away in your room-

	"Hiding from you?" Draco snorted coldly, forgetting his food for the moment. "Don'tmake me laugh, Granger. I would rather stay in my room than risk seeing your face-

	"And what exactly do you do in your room, Malfoy?" she questioned, masking hercuriosity with a mocking tone. "I've noticed a couple of my books are missing."

	Shit...

	He hadn't wanted her to realise that he'd been taking the books. Now she had more thingsto hold over his head, and his pride would take even more of battering.

	"You have a problem with me reading, Granger?" he challenged in a nonchalanttone, deciding that denial was really pointless when he was the only possible culprit.

	Hermione paused to consider him for second, and acknowledged that in reality, she really didn't care if he wanted to read her books or not. So long as she didn't require them, it didn't really effect her. The temptation to be petty and cause another argument lingered at theback of her mind, but what exactly would it accomplish?

	 

	
"No, it's fine," she muttered finally, missing the flicker of shock that splashed across hispale features. "I just wish you would have asked."

	He had no idea what to say to that. The prospect of actually asking her for something wasjust repulsive, and did crushing things to his gut. No, not a chance in this life or the next. If she wanted to prance around and insist on making him food and whatever else, then that was her shovel in the graveyard, but to voice a want from her was something his breeding and pride would not allow.

	"You might have ginger bitch and the immortal orphan trained well," he hissed cruelly, although one might note that the familiar bite was a little lacking. "But I can assure you thatI won't be asking you for anything."

	She simply sighed at him. "That's fine," she offered. "I thought as much. How's mycooking?" He hadn't expected that, and his eyebrows rose high on his forehead. "What?"

	"Mycooking,"sherepeated,perhapsalittleshyly,butshehiditwell."Isitokay?"

	A small guttural rumble quaked inside his mouth, and the need to answer was anunwelcome prod in his chest. "It's...satisfactory," he offered quickly, instantly regretting it. Especially when a little smile stole her mouth. It was the first he'd seen since he'd been forced to livewith her, and it was an unnerving sight. It suited her though.

	"Good,"shenodded,andtheneedtochangethesubjectbroughtbackhisheadache.

	"Granger," he started warily, glancing down at the drawer with the odd Muggle itemshe'd discovered earlier. "What are those things in the drawer?"

	"Whatthings?"sheasked,risingfromherseattonearMalfoy.Sherealiseditwasprobably

	the closest she'd been to him without one of them screaming in the other's face, and she felta little uncomfortable when she accidentally brushed against him. She shook it off, and pulled open the drawer he was gesturing to with a look of understanding on her face. "Oh these?

	They'remyallergyshots."

	"Allergyshots?"heechoed,takingastepawayfromher.TooclosetotheMudblood...

	"I'm allergic to bee stings," she explained quietly, holding up one of the prepared syringes to demonstrate. "If I get stung, I need to inject myself with some of this. There's Epinephrinein here and have to put the needle in my side-

	"Isn'tthereaspellorsomethingforthat?"hequestioned.

	"Theremightbe,"sheshrugged."ButI'musedtodoingitthisway."

	His sceptical glare shifted between her and the needle. "That's fucking disgusting," heblurted finally, pushing past her and picking up his casserole and a fork as he headed into his room. "Stupid Muggles."

	 

	
She rolled her eyes at his prejudiced comment, but she was secretly relieved that theyhad somehow managed to avoid a fiery argument. It was certainly a first since he'd moved in. Maybe things were looking up.

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	The following morning found Draco up too early, and once again resting against thewall with the shell of his ear pressed against it.

	He hadn't even tried to resist the dulcet murmurs of her morning ritual this time. It wasn'tlike she, or anyone else for that matter, could see him listening to her calming chorus of bathing moans. It was just too alluring...Too soothing.

	The most effective antidote for his nightmare-heavy headaches. Her ever-present scent was still trapped in his nostrils too...but that wasn't so bad either. Almost like one of thoseherbal remedies all the Herbologists ranted on about.

	And he would swear, just before the noises sent him to sleep, that the walls retreated.Maybe just an inch or two...but the room definitely felt bigger.
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	ItwasThursday.OrperhapsFriday.Dracowasn'tsure.

	Timewasslowlyturningintoanirrelevantandmumbledmessofforgottenhoursand

	questionable days, and Granger's erratic patterns hardly helped. He had no idea whereshe slipped off to in the evenings, but he was willing to bet it was either the library or the

	Gryffindor common room. Where else would she go? Head Girl privileges aside, hedoubted she would be foolish enough to traipse aimlessly around the grounds with no purpose orpoint.

	Wherever she wandered, she would always return before three in the morning, and he had stopped trying to sleep through it. Her movements always stirred him, so he'd given upand simply started waiting until she got home to even attempt sleep.

	Hestillfoundhimselfrousingforhershowersthough.

	He had tried to resist this morning, knowing that his actions were completely insane and somewhat disturbing, but his headache had gotten worse and worse. The noises were likea drug, and a very effective one at that. Just a few of her wet sounds, and the aching in his

	templewouldrecede.

	He'd yielded to the craving eventually, and that's where the morning found him now;slumped in the usual spot and sacrificing his dignity for his bathroom-moans fix. Merlin knew he'dtried, but he couldn't help it.

	Hewasanaddict,andhedespisedit.

	He shot up to his feet as he heard the shower die, suddenly in the mood to scream at the Mudblood until she was either weeping or torturing him with her wand. Granger was the only thing in this prison that was temperamental; that could change and breathe and pulse. She'd continued to play civil with him for the last few days, and he missed the blood rushing to his head and fingertips. He ached for that fire that stirred his witty temper, yearned to see her flushed and contemplating a powerful comeback. He needed to know he could still doSalazar proud and make the Mud-bitch squirm.

	He understood agitated Granger. She was normal. He was becoming far too accustomedto shower Granger and her morning songs.

	He shrugged on a black jumper and slipped out of his room as quietly as he could,stopping by the bathroom door and watching the handle too intently. He could hear her bare feet padding around against the tile floor, and he tried to think of a topic for their argument.

	Screwit,I'llwingit.

	 

	
The brass doorknob rattled and he felt the excitement begin to tease his senses, adrenaline tickling his gut with the promise of a good fight. The door opened and he burst in beforeshe could leave, purposefully trapping her. The shock was wild across her features as she stumbled away from him, sliding over the damp ceramics and losing her balance. It was

	instinctive to reach out and attempt to steady her. Just a reflex. Nothing more. But his own bearings were compromised, and in a heartbeat they were sprawled across the bathroomfloor in a shallow puddle of water, skidding in opposite directions; him thwacking his head against the doorframe and her stopping just short of the bathtub.

	"What are you doing, Malfoy?" Hermione panted, catching her startled breath. "Youscared me to death-

	"Bloody hell," he mumbled, sucking the air through his teeth as he touched the back ofhis head. "You clumsy bitch-

	"You grabbed me!" she protested, ensuring she was appropriately covered by her fluffyrobe. "What in Merlin's name-

	"You woke me up!" he lied, flinching when he noticed some blood staining hisfingertips. "Fucking hell, Granger. Jumpy much?"

	"Well, I don't normally get attacked when I'm leaving the shower," she huffed angrily,trying to lean back on her heels unsuccessfully. "What is your problem?"

	You...

	He was suddenly aware of how strong her scent was in here; fresh and thick amongst the lingering steam. He couldn't help but take a deep breath, hoping to her it looked more likehe was trying control his anger. But fuck, it was intoxicating. It coiled itself around his tongue and he could actually taste her, but the cherry tang reminded him who it belonged to.

	Hegrowled."Idon'thaveaproblem-

	"Then what the hell did you grab me for?" she questioned hotly. "Merlin, you are suchaprick-

	"This is your fault!" he argued, although he wondered just how threatening he couldbe crumpled and damp on her bathroom floor. "You're the one who fell-

	"Because you scared me!" she repeated, giving into her childish urge and palming some water to splash him with. She somehow managed catch his face, and she couldn't stopher chuckle as a droplet fell from his arched eyebrow.

	"YouGryffindorsaresomature,"hedrawledwithperfectsarcasm."It'sreallypathetic-

	"Oh, shut it," she grumbled, clambering to her feet with a little difficulty. With shaky legs, she shot him a harsh scowl and tried to make her exit, but a set of long fingers snaggedher ankle. She fell hard against the floor again, landing in an awkward position that made her

	tail-bonebuzz.

	 

	
She whined in pain and cradled her back, snapping her eyes open just to catch Malfoy'ssmug smirk. "And that's mature?" she hissed, stuttering on another groan.

	"I don't give a shit," he snorted, but his arrogant expression melted when she flickedsome more water onto his face.

	Shesmirkedbackathimthen,toolostinthesurrealsituationtoresist.Hermionecouldn't

	remember exactly how the almost juvenile water-fight had started, but she imagined itwould be a bizarre spectacle walk in on. Draco furrowed his brow as he absorbed Granger's amused grin, and while the new bow to her lips suited her well, it was rather unnerving. It was like

	she had stumbled across one of his secrets and was just waiting for the right time to throwit in his face. He schooled his features back into his comfortable frown, deciding he had allowed this to go on for far too long.

	"Stopbeingsucha-

	"You're bleeding," she interrupted, and his scowl hardened when she slid a little closerto him. "Right there, by your ear-

	"And?" he prompted, watching her every move as she continued to shuffle closer. "Whatthe hell are you-

	"Just let me have a look," she muttered, taking a final undignified tumble to kneel at hisside. Her breath was warm against his ear and he tried to flinch away. "Hold still," she demanded firmly, reaching into her robe pocket to withdraw her wand. "Let me just heal this. I don'twant you bleeding all over my dorm."

	He stiffened but remained still as he felt prickling magic soothe the small cut; or maybe it washerbreathagain,hehadnoidea.Eitherway,thesensationwaspleasant,andithadfelt

	like forever since he'd had the comforting lick of magic against his skin. But then it had been so much longer since he'd felt something like her fingers against his neck; delicate and completely innocent. His lids lowered a little and he inhaled again to steal some more of the drugging aroma. All it would take was one of her shower sounds, and his senses wouldcease to cope.

	"There," Hermione sighed, pulling away from him to inspect her work. "That's better. Doesit feel okay?"

	His Slytherin instincts flooded his mind like a defence mechanism, warning him she was fartoo close. She was doing it again; screwing with his head with gestures of kindness, and he refused to believe she didn't have an ulterior motive. Nobody could be that pure in thecurrent climate; and it's not paranoia when you're on the enemy's territory.

	"Get away from me," he snarled, pushing her away. "I told you not to touchme- "But I was just-

	"Isaiddon'tsoddingtouchme!"heyelled,risingtohisfeetsoquicklyitmadehisheadspin.

	 

	
He fired his glare back in her direction, ready to spit the things he had planned to saybefore, but his voice hitched. Her robe had ridden up high on her thighs from his shove, and it had also drooped to reveal one creamy shoulder with a spatter of freckles that looked deliciously like grated chocolate. Her sodden curls were slicked against her throat and the edges of her

	face like stretched toffee, and every inch of her exposed skin was tinted with a rosymusk. She was completely different in the afterglow of her shower; more animated and yet still ridiculously innocent in her oversized robe. It was...appealing.

	"Fuck this," he grumbled to himself, turning on his heel and stalking out of the bathroomto leave behind a very confused witch.

	Hermione blinked as the remains of his shadow abandoned her on the cold floor, leavingher brain to stew over what exactly happened. Malfoy's behaviour had become less and less

	aggressivewitheachdaythatpassed,proofthatamother'sadvicewassometimes worthwhile. Acting civil had clearly been the right way to go Now, he was simply snappyand bitter, but she couldn't decide if he was simply losing the will to fight or adjusting to his predicament. Adjusting to her.

	Shehopeditwasthelatter.

	.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.Hermione found herself stifling a giggle as an image of the ever-graceful Malfoy slippingto the floor stole her mind. As much as she respected Professor Flitwick, she had mastered the Engorgio charm a few months ago, so her concentration had naturally started to sway. The morning had made her realise that her blond houseguest was nowhere near as threatening ashe had initially been, and she couldn't help but find the transformation a little intriguing.

	He was still a git of epic proportions, yet his temper had simmered. It was barely noticeablebut it was there; etched into his pale features and softening his posture. The rage and fire that was always so present when he screamed at her had faded, and she had a feeling that hesimply picked fights with her now out of principle and routine. Then again, that might justbe her inner optimist, but she couldn't help but think his earlier smirk was a good sign.

	"Youlookabitmorerelaxedtoday,"Nevillecommented,makingherjump."Goodnews?"

	"No," she shook her head, feeling a little guilty. "I just had a good night's sleep, butHarry should be sending me an owl soon. I'll let you know when he does."

	"Thanks,"hesmiled,attemptingagaintoenlargethefigurinehe'dbeengiven.

	 

	
She watched him with a distant fondness as the minutes ticked away. It was the last lesson of the day, and the mention of Harry and Ron had roused her determination to stick her nose ina book to help their task. When Flitwick dismissed the class, she offered Neville a quick nod

	before she darted for the door, ready to start her reading. But a familiar face in thecorridor paused her footfalls, and she felt dread seize her chest as she took in the headmistress' direexpression.

	"MissGranger-

	"Theboys,"Hermioneblurted,hereyesgoingwide."AreHarryandRon-

	"Mr Potter and Mr Weasley are fine," the professor assured, and the younger witch releaseda shaky breath. "However, I do have some bad news."

	Hermione noted that the woman's face was worryingly reminiscent of how it had beenat Dumbledore's funeral, and she nervously edged closer, blocking out the sounds of the students returning to their dorms. "What is it?" she asked quietly. "Is everyone okay?"

	"Ithinkit'sbestwediscusitinmyoffice.

	.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.Hewassatonthekitchencounteragain,tappinghisindexfingerintimewiththeticks.

	The minute hand had just twitched to three minutes past six, and Draco eyed the clock suspiciously. Surely the contraption must have malfunctioned, but then that wasalmost impossible for magical clocks, yet the prospect of Granger being late was even more

	unfathomable. He'd finished the vegetable broth she'd left him a good hour ago,anticipating her return as he had plotted to set right his mishap from the morning.

	He still couldn't believe how he'd acted, like some idiotic child finding amusement from rain- puddles. Was it any wonder she was beginning to relax in his presence when he wasbehaving sofoolishly?Well,ithadtoberectified.KnowingGryffindorsandtheirfetishfor friendships, this would only encourage Granger to be more civil towards him. She was a Mudblood, and imprisoned or not, he was superior. She needed to remember that.

	Sheneededtoremembershewasbelowhim.Figuratively,ofcourse.

	Well, that had been the plan, but she was over an hour late. If he could think of onepositive trait to associate with Granger, aside from her pesky intellect, it would be her ability to always remain punctual. He hated people who were late and disorganised.

	 

	
Sojustwherethehellwasshe?

	Thedormwasstartingtofeel...eeriewithherabsence,andhewonderedagainifthiswould

	constitute as paranoia. The air felt humid and he would swear her aroma was starting tofade. For reasons he refused to broach, he didn't like that idea. He was contemplating a shower to chase his sudden anxiety when the door finally clicked open.

	"Where the fuck have you been?" he demanded, hopping off the counter like apouncing wolf. She didn't even look at him. "Hey, Granger! I'm talking to you!"

	Still nothing. An agitated snarl rumbled behind his tonsils as he advanced on her, cockingan eyebrow when he noticed the defeated fall of her shoulders. The angle of her body and her treacle-tinted locks covered most of her face, and he tried to manoeuvre himself to get a

	better look, realising then that the witch was trembling. He subconsciously slowed hissteps when he heard a throaty breath escape her mouth; not quite a sob, but close.

	He paused a few strides short of her, transfixed when the light caught two little dropletsthat fell from her veil of curls. Tears. He hadn't expected this.

	He blinked and silently scolded himself. Here he was again; faltering like some feckless moron. He remembered a time when seeing Mudblood Granger cry would have causedhim nothing but pleasure, and wanted to relive that. He needed to relive that lest he completely lose himself.

	"I asked you a question, Granger," he continued sharply, scowling when she flinched athis voice. "Why the hell are you late-

	"Nowisnotthetime,"Hermionemumbled,keepingherfacehidden."Just-

	"I don't care if the time not appropriate for you," Draco countered quickly, blocking herwhen she tried to move past him. "I asked you a question-

	"Malfoy, stop," she said, turning away from him before he could glance her face. "Letmethrough-

	"Why the tears, Granger?" he asked, deciding some mockery might goad asatisfying reaction. "Weasley fucking Brown again?"

	"Leave me alone," she gargled, her voice heavy with trapped sobs. "Please, Malfoy, justleaveme-

	"No," he sneered, although her please had been a little off-putting. "What are youcrying about? You look bloody pitiful-

	"Malfoy-

	"Answerme!"

	"NO!"shescreamed,herheadsnappingup."Leavemealone!"

	 

	
His lip twitched as he examined her features; her cheeks smeared with tears, and her eyes beaten and bloodshot. Her leaking stare was distant and pleading, and his concentrationfell to her quivering lips; slightly parted to reveal a line of dents from where she must have chewed the lower one to ruin. It was odd to view her like this. She was renowned for being the collected member of the Twatty Trio, but she was suddenly so fragile. Vulnerable.

	He should have relished it. It should have made him feel victorious and provided him with a beautiful opportunity and inspiration to ridicule her. But it didn't. Instead, he found thescenequite...unsettling.

	Shetookadvantageofhisconfusionandbrushedpasthim,evidentlyinanattempttolock

	herself away in her room and ride out her grief in peace. But he wasn't willing to drop it.He had no idea if it was to continue his aimless taunts or feed his curiosity, but they were most certainly not finished.

	"I am not done with you!" Draco shouted, marching ahead of her to block her door. "Isaid I'm not-

	"Well, I am done!" she hurled back, choking on a strangled cry. "Why the hell can't youjust leave me alone?"

	"Ilikewatchingyoubeg,"hetoldherquietly.Darkly."Answermyquestion-

	"I won't tell you again, Malfoy," she warned, although her current state didn't give thethreat the usual flare. "Move, or I'll make you move-

	"Go ahead," he challenged, snatching her wrist before she could rummage in her pocket."Not so fucking mouthy without your wand, are you-

	"L-let me go," she sputtered, unsuccessfully trying to reach with her other hand. "Youcan't use my wand anyway. It-it's charmed to-

	"I guessed as much," he hushed her, twisting her arm at an awkward angle to earn asmall yelp. "Now, tell me! Why the hell are you crying?"

	He'd forgotten her other arm. Stupid mistake really considering the history between his face and her fist. She spun her petite form quickly and managed to catch his jaw; not particularly hard, but enough to make him stagger back and release her. With a swish of her robes, her wand was out and firing a hex that sent him flying backwards to land in the bathroom, a loud smack echoing across the tiles. The wind was knocked out of him and his ribs ached fromthe hit, but he slowly raised his dizzy head to study her.

	His ashy eyes flashed open to find her waiting by the doorframe; her anger only slightly clouded by her mist of tears. The witch's body was quaking more violently now, hermuscles seizing up, and her erratic breaths leaving her mouth in loud bursts. He was disorientatedfrom her spell, and he blamed that for the random thought that crossed his mind; she'd never looked more alive.

	 

	
"I told you to leave me alone!" she shouted, and he could see that she was allowingher emotions to ride her. "You slimy bastard!"

	He knew he'd pushed her too far, it was so glaringly obvious in her enraged stance and the uncontrollablesparkinherglare.Shewasjustonesnarkycommentawayfromburstingat

	the seams, and every instinct was screaming at him to heed the foreboding angle of herwand. But his inner-Slytherin reminded him of his pathetic and laughable behaviour towards

	Granger in the last few days, and the familiar insult just stumbled out of his mouth soeasily. "Filthy fucking Mudblood."

	Something snapped in her. He actually saw it; the flicker of something dark in her eyes, something almost feral. He tried to shift but another wave of nausea from Granger'sattack flushed his brain, and he squinted his eyes to try and focus on her.

	"Mudblood,"sherepeatedinahuskyhum,raisingherwandslightly.

	He spat out a startled grunt as she stabbed her palm with the tip of her wand, dragging it across her flesh to create a thin red slit. She stalked into the bathroom then, nearing himand displaying her fresh wound. He watched with a morbid fascination as a ribbon of bloodglided down her middle finger, and two ruby pearls rained down to splat against the ivory

	floorbyhisfeet.

	"You find this filthy?" Hermione questioned with a wavering tone, crouching down soshe was at his level. "You think my blood is filthy?"

	"Granger-

	"DOYOU?"thewitchyelled,leaningforwardtosnatchhishand.

	"What the hell are you doing?" he asked, accepting that he was starting to panic inresponse to her dubious movements. "Granger, what the fuck?"

	She quickly drew a similar slice across his hand, and a combination of his shock and still- sluggish reflexes didn't allow him to interfere as she slammed their palms together with awetslap.

	"There," Hermione spat, holding their twisted and sticky handshake firm as she spoke."Now your blood's filthy too!"

	Strength surged into his muscles with welcoming heat, and it went straight to his arms, tearing his seeping hand from her grasp and throwing her away from him. Shescreeched across the floor, much like she had this morning, but he was too busy staring at his red- stained skin to note the irony.

	The worst thing was he couldn't distinguish her blood from his. It was all thesame shade...and he had no idea what that meant.

	His wide and disturbed gaze slowly wandered over to Hermione to find her staring athim, her expression horrified and stunned. The ominous edge that had marred her features was

	 

	
gone, and her familiar innocence was back in place. Both of them were breathing heavily,and the sounds ricocheted between them as he tried to regain his wits. There were too many emotions swimming under his skin; anger, mortification, confusion...but it was too much to absorb. So he simply sat there, frozen to the spot with their eyes linked and their chestsheaving.

	The scene was so oddly reminiscent of their strange morning, but the differences were so significant. There were no playful smirks or childish splashes; just them and the blood. He could feel the metallic tang invading his nostrils, and he suddenly missed Granger'snaturaltaste.

	"Oh my God," she gasped, her movements jerky as she leaned on her knees. "Oh myGod, Malfoy, I am so sorry-

	"Don't come near me," he growled, pressing his back hard against the wall as shecrawled towards him. "Don't fucking touch me! You crazy bitch-

	"I c-can't believe I did that," she stuttered sadly, fresh tears glossed her cheeks andlips. "Here, let me see-

	"What have you done?" he mumbled, glancing down at his wound for a moment beforehe roughly pulled himself to his feet. "WHAT THE FUCK HAVE YOU DONE?"

	"I don't know!" Hermione whined loudly, shrinking away from him as he stormed pasther. "Where are you going?"

	"Away from you!" he snapped as he stomped out of the room, pausing outside the doorto give her a final glare. "Don't come within an inch of me-

	"Malfoy,please!"sheblurted,buthe'dalreadydisappeared."Letmeexplain!"

	All she got was the bitter clap of a slammed door. Her body was shaking violently, bordering on convulsing as she coughed up up her cries. Curling herself into a tight ball, her moans and anguished whimpers were barely muffled as she buried her face behind her arms. She let itall go; sobbing until her gut physically burned. And then some more.

	On the other side of the wall, Draco settled himself on his bed and listened intently to her grief. Sweet Merlin, he missed her calming shower-sighs. He examined his messy handwitha scowl, searching again for any possible indication that their blood was different. But there was nothing; same colour, same texture...just the same.

	Ishouldn'thavegoadedher...

	He shuttered his eyes, wondering why the hell he suddenly felt guilty. He should have been roaring with rage and scheming to cause her pain in return for what she had done, but all he could do was question what had made her snap. He wanted to despise her; to charge backin there and bask in her distress.

	Buthedidn't.

	 

	
Hedidn'thateher.

	.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.Hermione had no idea how long it took for her cries to subside, but she would safelyassumeit had been at least three hours. All of Hogwarts' background noise had fizzled out and her dorm was definitely darker. Her eyes fell to her normally pristine tiles, frowning as shestudied the telling red smears scattered around her. The crimson fingerprints held herattention for a moment, reminding her of poppy petals in the snow. They were Draco'sfingerprints.

	Shewouldprobablyneverknowwhy,butshewasdesperatetoapologisetohimandtryto

	rationalise her actions. She was so angry at herself for taking things out on him, for losingher head. She was supposed to be the sensible one amongst her friends, the voice of reason, and look what she had done.

	Herpuffyeyesturnedtoinspecttheslashfromherring-fingertoherthumb,andshenoted that the blood had already started to coagulate. She realised then that at no point had her self- inflicted gash caused her any pain, and she couldn't help but wonder if Malfoy's hurt.Tucking her teeth into her bottom lip, she forced her hand to remain steady as she healed the damage.

	A couple of whispered incantations later, and the bathroom looked completely normal,save the broken witch in the centre. She stayed still for a couple of stolen minutes, desperately trying to summon the scattered remains of her dignity and courage.

	Sheneededtoseehim.Sheneededtoexplain.

	Using the sink for support, she dragged herself off the floor and clumsily left the cold tileson wobbly legs and a pang in her chest. She swallowed a nervous lump away as she faced his

	door, slowly bringing up her hand to drum her knuckles softly against thewood. "Malfoy," she called. "Can I come in please?"

	"I told you not to come near me," came the gruff response, but she'd expected that, andshe refused to be deterred.

	"Alohomora," she mumbled, taking a deep breath before she pushed open the door. She edged into his room anxiously, her damp gaze finding him sitting upright on his bedand looking so much calmer then she'd expected. "Malfoy-

	"I thought I made it quite clear I didn't want you here," he interrupted evenly,dangerously low and smooth.

	 

	
"I know," Hermione murmured, taking some more steps towards him. "But I need toexplain- "Get out," he demanded, not once looking at her. "I don't want you near me-

	"Draco, please," she begged, tossing her pride to the wind. She'd screwed up and he had every right to know why. "My b-blood won't actually stay in you...Your system willhavealready-

	"I am perfectly aware of how my anatomy works, Granger," he drawled, and she saw hisjaw tense. "Leave."

	Merlin knew why she decided that crawling onto his bed would work in her favour, butsome part of her had seemed to think that if she was closer, he would be more likely to listen. He finally fired his steel-silver eyes in her direction, but still there was no sign of the contempt she'd prepared for. He simply looked at her like he'd never seen her before, and for some reason that bothered her.

	Draco had no idea how to act in her presence. Every cell in his muddled brain was tellinghim to grab her and dump her outside of his room, repeating it until she got the point, but his confusion had somehow beaten his fury, and he needed to know why she'd done it. He knew enough about biology to acknowledge that her Muggle blood wasn't infecting him, but that wasn't the problem. It was her. He would swear he could feel her in his system; dancing in his veins and affecting his mind. That was the problem.

	"I'm so sorry, Draco" she sputtered, drawing his attention back to her. "I really am.I'm just...I'm so sorry."

	There were two things that made him flinch; the first was her use of his given name, and the second was her practically gushing her apology. He quickly scanned her features, findingonly a sincerity that was strangely refreshing when he compared to her earlier emotions.The emotions that had led to this.

	"I-I found out that Professor Burbage was killed today," she revealed carefully, and hecould see she was trying to resist the new batch of tears behind her almond eyes. "By Voldemort."

	He blinked. Her outburst made sense now, but he hadn't heard that name since Snape had abandonedhimhere.Herealisedthenforthefirsttimethathecouldn'tconsiderheran enemy; it just simply didn't make sense when the same...creature wanted them both dead.No, not enemies, but certainly not allies. Just somewhere in between.

	"She was a friend," Hermione continued with a slight sniffle. "And when you-you saidthose things I just...I took it out on you and that wasn't fair."

	Draco remained silent because he had no idea what else he could do. The temptation to yellat her for being so stupid was there, but it wasn't pushing through. That infuriating guilt just wouldn't budge, and an annoying little voice in his head kept telling him that he should have never taunted her. Since when did Granger become a factor for his flimsy conscience? If hehad to guess, he woul venture around the time she'd started leaving him meals.

	 

	
"I'm so sorry," she said again, a lonely and stubborn tear slipping past her lashes. "I promiseI will never do anything like that again."

	He regarded her, feeling her honesty wash over him like a sedative. He took a deep breath and ignored the urge to sigh when her scent settled back into his senses. It was a littlesalty with the influence of her tears, but still undeniably hers. He didn't want to shout at her...it didn't feel right when she still looked so vulnerable. He would over-analyse that decision

	later,buthejustcouldn'tdoitrightnow.

	"Pleasesaysomething,"Hermioneimplored,leaningalittlecloser."Anything."

	He chewed the inside of his mouth and arched an eyebrow. "If you ever do somethinglike this again," he started, annunciating each syllable crisply. "You will regret it."

	The specifics weren't necessary, he could tell she knew he meantit. "Okay," she nodded numbly.

	"I won't be in here forever, Granger," he told her. "And I will remember everything you do. Do I make myself clear?"

	"Yes," Hermione whispered, looking more relieved than he'd liked. "I really amsorry- "I got that," Draco stopped her with roll of his eyes. "Now leave me alone."

	She didn't move. "Does it hurt?" she asked, timidly gesturing to his injuredpalm."No."

	"Let me clean it," she requested, extending her arm to offer her own hand. "It will just takeasecond-

	"Icancleanitmyself-

	"Please," she cut him off, earning a frustrated sigh from the pale wizard. "It's best if I healitand-

	"Fucking fine," he growled, thrusting his hand into hers and reasoning that it would makeher leave faster. "Hurry the hell up, Granger."

	Hermione anxiously licked her lips before she angled her wand, gliding it over the gash she had caused. It would take a couple of minutes, she realised, and the silence was too heavyfor her. She raised her eyes to watch his face, but his harsh glare made them wander to the rather large pile of books on his bedside table.

	"You've read that many already?" she questioned, her brow creasing withinterest. "I just skim them," he revealed in a reluctant grumble. "I've read them before."

	 

	
"I'm not surprised," she said, her voice still uneasy and laced with nerves. "They'reourtextbooks-

	"From our previous years," he finished for her. "Yes, I hadnoticed." "Then why do you read them?"

	"There's hardly a wide variety of activity options," Draco scowled at her, realising then that he was effectively holding hands with Granger on his bed. He needed to get her away.Now. "Hurry the hell up."

	"Almost done," she muttered, stroking the tip of her wand over the final specks ofblood. "There, is that okay?"

	He quickly ripped his hand out of her dainty fingers and checked his hand before henodded his head towards the door. "Piss off then, Granger."

	Her honeyed gaze drifted over to his mountain of books again, and she parted her lips to say something. Whatever it was, her Gryffindor courage had clearly gone dry for tonight, and she clumsilylefthisbedandshuffledoutofhisroom.Onlywhenhisdoorwassecurelyclosed did he allow himself to exhale, massaging the bridge of his nose and replaying the oddevents of the last few hours in his head.

	Ifevertherewasasuresignthatthisplacewasstartingtoeffecthissanity,todayhadbeenit.

	He looked down and ghosted his fingers across his freshly-healed skin, finding noevidence that she had ever torn open his flesh.

	He was adamant he could feel her though; coursing through his bloodstream, and he blamed the invisible flames of her essence for his inability to catch sleep until dawn broke. Whenhe roused at some point in the early afternoon the next day, he did as he always did; dressed in the usual clothes and headed into the kitchenette to see what Granger had left him to eattoday.

	Cottagepie.Oneofhisfavourites.

	And next to the steaming pot was a peculiar stack of books, none of which he'd everseenbefore.
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	Apologies, apologies...Alas, reality has clawed its way back in! Surely handing out assignmentsinthefirstweekofUniisborderingonabuse,no?Hopethechapterwas

	okay! I know it was a little dark but I did warn you! And this chapter is a little longerto compensate for the wait! Uni or not, I intend to get a new chapter out within ten days, a fortnight tops, so please don't make me relinquish my 'quick update halo!'

	 

	
As you may have noticed, although this technically ignores the 7th book, I'mkeeping some of the stuff in (Burbage in this case) because I think it works...Hope it worksanyway...

	Thanks for all the people who gave me drinking suggestions! My favourite had to goto Serpent of Slytherin, the Smirnoff apple thins were bloody delicious! But I have nevertheless stuck to my faithful Merlot for this chapter!

	Lend me your thoughts please! And I know it's difficult to remain patient for the romance to kick in but it's not that long...and I want out favourite couple to beincharacter...

	Read and Reviewplease!Bex-chan
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	Hermionehadn'tseenhimforthreedays.

	She hadn't even heard the smallest shuffle from his room, and had it not been for the factthat her cooked meals had always vanished by the time she returned from the library, she might

	have questioned if he'd been in her dorm at all. The witch had contemplated lettingherself into his room again to rush out another string of apologies, but she reasoned that it would probably be a step in the wrong direction. He clearly wanted privacy, and she owed him at least that much after what she'd done.

	Shewasstillsomortifiedbyheractions.

	She'd never, ever done anything so awful in her life; so wrong. She'd locked herself in her room no less than four times and broken down into uninhibited sobs, cradling herquaking frame. The death of Charity Burbage was still darkening her mind, but she always found herself staring at her palm in those fractured moments, searching for a scar or mark.

	She rubbed her forehead as her fingers tossed aside another page. The harsh windsscreaming outside the Castle had exiled her to the sitting area, seeking some solace with one of herbooks. The wind was her weakness. She could happily sit through a colourful thunderstorm,or listen to the beats of thrumming rains, but when the wind sounded like a strangled human,it petrified her.

	She'd tried Silencing charms, just like she had in all her previous years at Hogwarts, butthey would always waver as her concentration was swallowed by oncoming sleep. The breezyroars would shock her awake, and she would be back where she'd started.

	Hermione had quickly abandoned the idea of gaining any sleep too close to her windowand was now huddled up on the couch in the window-less living room; reading Lord Byron's poems, one of her guilty pleasures. She pulled the blanket a bit tighter around her as she moved on to She Walks in Beauty, stealing a quick glance at the clock and grimacing when she realised it was half three.

	Andthebloodywindgavenohintoffadinganytimesoon.

	She sucked in a loud breath when a small click broke the air, and her syrupy gaze trailedover tofindMalfoyslowlyleavinghisroom.Helookedannoyedwhenheglancedather, expelling an agitated breath as he headed towards the kitchen, apparently choosing to ignore her completely.

	She thought twice before she spoke, but the words hurried out before she could thinkthrice. "Did I wake you?" she whispered, unsure if he'd heard her or was simply deciding not to

	 

	
acknowledge the question. Merlin knew why she thought asking again was a wise idea."DidI-

	"No," he growled as he poured a glass of water, keeping his back toher. "Well, then why are you-

	"Iwasthirsty,"heoffered,pivotingonhisheelsandheadingbacktohisroom.

	"Malfoy, wait," Hermione said quickly, straightening her back and wondering exactlywhat she'd intended to say. She had no clue why he stopped short of his door, but she didn't dare question it, lest he remember his constant desire to get away from her. "Can I ask you aquestion?"

	Hesighedlikeshewasinterferingwithhisnon-existentschedule."Makeitquick."

	Shehesitatedandlickedherteeth."Areyoustillangryabout...well...abouttheotherday-

	"When you cut my fucking hand open?" he clarified in a stoic tone, turning to face her."Doesit matter?"

	Hermione watched with trance-treacle eyes as he brought his glass to his mouth, themoisture glossing his lips. "I guess it does," she confessed shyly, averting her attention to her lap.

	Suspicion and shock almost made him choke on his drink, but he caught himself. "Why?"he snapped bitterly. "What difference does it make?"

	"I'mnotreallysure,"shemurmured,carefullyrisingfromthesofa.

	Draco's jaw twitched as the blanket tumbled to her feet, leaving her in a simple t-shirt and baggy pyjama bottoms. He found himself holding his breath as she started to move, but she simply headed towards the kitchen, and he briefly wondered exactly what he'd done if shehad walked in his direction. By the flimsy flickers of candlelight, she looked different;more peaceful and slightly surreal. It was the darkness toying with his vision and perceptions that made him linger, studying her closely as she plucked two mugs from a cabinet.

	"Hot chocolate is better to have before bed," she spoke softly, using her wand to boilsome water. "Would you like one?"

	He didn't respond. She'd clearly decided that she was making one for him anyway, and the smell of powdered cocoa mingled deliciously with Granger's natural scent. He toyed with the sleeves of his jumper while she finished the beverages, and once they were complete she carried them both over to the sofas and placed them on the coffee table. He raised aneyebrow as she wrapped herself back up with the blanket and relaxed into the couch; his cautious stare shifting between her and the steaming mug that was meant for him.

	"Are you going to sit?" she asked, and he could tell she was forcing her tone tobenonchalant.

	"I'lldrinkitinmyroom,"hesaidwithalowgrumble,takingsomestridestowardsher.

	 

	
"I was...," she started awkwardly. "Well, I was hoping you might answer myquestion...and maybe sit with me a while?"

	That caught him off-guard. Of all the things she could have said, he would have gambled away his inheritance that those words would never pass her lips in his company. It was certainly an intriguing development to the shitty situation, and he couldn't help butconsider seeing where this would lead.

	"Why the hell would you think that?" he drawled lazily, resting his palms against the backof the couch opposite hers. "And I don't have to answer your question,"

	"No, you don't," she agreed. "It was simply arequest- "A stupid request."

	Shefrownedandraisedherheadtoeyehimwearily."Nevermindthen-

	"No,"hestoppedher."I'mcurioustoknowwhyyouwouldevenaskmetojoinyou-

	"You didn't answer my question," she reminded him pointedly, reaching out her arm tostroke the rim of her mug. "So why should I answer yours?"

	Draco didn't have a reason, but that was fine because a wind's cry sliced the silence. He sawit then; the flash of fear that streaked across her hazels. He couldn't ever recall seeing her look scared. Uncertain maybe, and sometimes wary, but never scared. Even her demented episodein the bathroom had only stained her features with shame and shock. This little early-morning encounter was turning into right little trove of surprises.

	"What's up, Granger?" he questioned cockily, a smirk pulling his mouth. "Don't tell me oneof the fearless Gryffindors is scared of a little storm."

	He expected defiance and irritation, but she simply pulled her blanket a little tighteraround herself. "Not storms," she mumbled after a moment. "I just...I don't like the sound of thewind."

	His expression scrunched up with confusion. She was actually owning up to her fear? Admitting to phobias was simply not done in his circles, and especially wouldn't be mentioned in front of an enemy. Broadcasting any form of weakness was just plainfoolish, and yet she'd done it so easily.

	Trustingandnaïveidiot.

	But she was suddenly more real...more human, and it sobered him like a blast of winter.She was a personality and less...No, she was definitely still a Mudblood...But she was aMudblood with a character...Kind of. Possibly.

	He observed her with more attention than was probably appropriate as her shoulders relaxed when the wind died. Back was the rational Granger with seemingly no issues with weather conditions, but it was there behind her amber gaze. She lifted her hot chocolate from thetable

	 

	
and brought it to those rosy lips of hers, forming her mouth into a small ring to blowthe steam away. It shouldn't have held his attention. But it did.

	"Yourdrinkwillgetcold,"shemurmured,regardinghimquietlyasshetookasip.

	He inhaled sharply before he climbed over the back of the couch and collapsed intothe cushions, eyeing her impatiently. "How can you be scared of the wind?"

	"It's not so much the wind itself," she answered evenly. "I just don't like thenoise." "That's just stupid," he scoffed.

	"Everyone'sscaredofsomething,"shereasonedcarefully."Aren'tyou?It'shumannature."

	Hescowledlikethesuggestionwasabsolutelyridiculous,buthecouldn'thelpbutconsider

	her words. The idea of disappointing his family, or more specifically his father came tomind, but he was guessing she meant something more specific and clinical. Either he simply didn't haveone,orhewassubconsciouslychoosingtotoignoreit.Still,hehatedherformaking him think.

	"No,"hestatedsimply,leaningforwardtograbthemug.

	"Maybe you just haven't realised yours yet," Hermione offered with a non-committalshrug. "Will you answer my question? About the other day? When I...you know."

	His eyes narrowed. "I doubt it would be possible for me to hate you any more than I already do," Draco told her calmly, his lips twitching. She looked slightly troubled by his words,and the need for him to say something else buzzed around his tongue. He clenched his eyes shut and scorned himself for what he rushed out next. "Consider it dealt with, Granger."

	AfascinatingmixtureofreliefandsurprisestoleHermione'sface."Really?"

	"It would serve you well to just not mention it," he said squarely, having long decided thatthe incidentwasbesttuckedawayatthebackofbeyond."Unlessyouwouldhavemebringitup-

	"No,"sheshookherheadhastily."No,I'dliketoforgetit."

	He gave her a brief nod and swallowed a soothing gulp of the hot chocolate, and Hermione resisted the urge to say thank you for agreeing to forget the topic. If she rememberedcorrectly, she had apologised and said please more than she should have on that awful day.If she started spewing out words of gratitude to the arsehole then it would be a step too far.

	But as he was now; sat on the other side of the coffee table and looking more calm than she could remember, it made her instinct to despise him waver. She had always believed, and witnessed, how a person's personality could effect how people perceive their appearance. If someone was ugly on the inside, her brain would convince her that ugliness was reflectedon the outside. Now, with her hatred for Malfoy slightly dented by the odd calm that had settled between them, she accepted that he was a rather striking wizard.

	 

	
The dim light caught his pale features well, and the orange glow waltzed in front of hissilver irises.Theanglesandlinesofhisfaceweresharpanddefined,asthougheachdetail screamed for attention, but it made the eyes dance and she quite liked that. She could argue that he was too pale, almost like he'd been mastered from ice, but she realised he probably hadn't felt a ray of sunshine in Merlin knew how long.

	"Have you read the books?" she asked carefully, deciding the silence had been breachingthe fringes of discomfort. "The ones I left on the top."

	She could see his hesitation to answer her. "Yes," he admittedcautiously. "Which one are you reading now?" she pressed.

	"Whydoyouwanttoknow?"

	"I'm just curious," she shrugged honestly, wishing his suspicion towards her wouldsimmer. Draco exhaled loudly. "Titus Andronicus."

	"Goodplay-

	"It's alright," he corrected her quickly, nursing his drink between his palms. "Some partsaresloppy."

	"I'dagreewiththat,"shenoddedthoughtfully."ItwasoneofShakespeare'searlyplays."

	"You gave me a lot of books by him," he mumbled slowly, giving her a stern glare. "Iassume he is a Muggle author."

	Her eyes widened. She'd expected nothing short blinding rage when her little experiment came to his attention, but he simply seemed irritated by it. "You knew I gave youMugglebooks?"

	"It pretty obvious, Granger," he rolled his eyes. "I didn't recognise any of the authors andit seemed like something you would pull."

	"Andyoustillreadthem?"shepushedwithadisbelievingtone."Why?"

	His scowl hardened a little. Truth be told, he hadn't touched her Muggle literature for two days, simply eyeing them with genuine disgust. But boredom was too powerful and sanity- draining, and he'd yielded on the third day, rationalising that it was either the reading or a mental breakdown. He'd intended to have the books feed his revulsion for Muggles,providing him with proof that they really were uncultured and uncivilised beings whowould struggle to pen a decent paragraph.

	But...

	But it was actually okay...Good enough that he'd continued to turn the pages andbe subconsciously impressed. It was so unnerving and sickening, and it had made him question...things.Onlyforamoment,buthehad.No,hehadneverbelievedallthat

	 

	
propaganda shit about Muggles being feral, but he'd been convinced on some level thatthey would be less able with the arts, but this Shake-something guy was...adequate. He couldn't very well tell Granger that though.

	"There'snothingelsetoread,"hegrowled,realisinghe'dtakentoolongtorespond.

	Hermione sighed, watching him under her eyelashes as she took another sip. Her heartthudded with her inquisitive nature, and she wanted to know how far she could test this."And what do you think of the play so far?"

	He snorted. "It's violent," he said as though it was obvious, which she guessed it was."Which is...entertaining, but it proves how barbaric Muggles are."

	"Barbaric?" Hermione repeated, reining in the urge to scream at him. "Howso?" "Well, it's just mindless bloodshed-

	"As oppose to all the Wizard Wars?" she pointed out quickly. "Violence is present in allraces and species, Malfoy, and especially in humans. Magic or not-

	"The guy killed his own son," Draco remarked, cocking his head proudly to the side as ifthat had been the winning blow. "That's an indication of how uncivilised Muggles are."

	Hermionedidn'tskipabeat."ButVoldemortkilledhisfamily."

	The blond's haughty expression faltered, and he hated that she witnessed it. "That'sdifferent," he mumbled defensively. "That was-

	"AndCrouchkilledhisfather-

	"It'sdifferent!"herepeatedadamantly,butheknewtheargumentwasweak.

	Granger looked neither smug nor arrogant as she raised her head to meet his peeved stare,but simply dampened her lips with a quick flick of her tongue. "How is it different, Malfoy?"

	He rummaged through his brain, hunting for a satisfactory argument or reasoning that would knock her back into place. He felt agitated and perturbed, but also a little smidgeon ofrespect for Granger slithered into his conscious, and that just pissed him off more. This would definitely earn her a mark on his headboard. Shit.

	"Itjustis,"hemuttered,takinganotherswigofherratherperfecthotchocolate.

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	
.

	Thestiffnessofhisneckwashisfirstcluethathehadn'tsleptinabed.

	Whatever his head was resting on was too hard to be a pillow, and as his eyes slowlyblinked open, he focused on a different ceiling to what he was used to. Draco awkwardly shifted to find himself outstretched on one of the sofas, propped up by the armrest. It was still rather dark, but there were no windows in this space, and a brief check of the clock told him it was almost seven in the morning.

	He groaned and rubbed his face, slowly rising into a sitting position that caused his back to click like crackling embers. His sleep-blurry vision focussed on his surroundings as hetried to recall just how and when he had fallen asleep on the couch, and his winter-grey eyes moved to the other side of the coffee table.

	Hestiffened.

	She was cocooned from neck to toe in her blanket, her clumsy curls splashed across the cushion in coffee swirls. With her eyes shuttered and her features so relaxed, she lookedthe embodiment of comfort and peace. Gone were the stressed muscles consistently stretching

	under Granger's skin, and he couldn't ever recall seeing a person who looked so smotheredby sleep.Herslumber-slowbreathshummedinhisearsandsnatchedhimfromhistrance, leaving Draco to silently scold himself for letting the morning fuzz his brain.

	He snapped his eyes away from her, finding himself studying her unfinished and cold mugof hot chocolate. And her wand. Just lying there, taunting him.

	He dragged his body away from the sofa and meandered his way around the table as silently as he could, knowing all the while that this would probably lead to nothing. She'd told him herself that it was charmed to repel him, but it could have so easily been a well-placedbluff.

	He shuffled closer to her wand, crouching down and moving into a position just in frontof the sleeping witch.

	Her breath skimmed over the sensitive skin of his throat, and he fought the shiver that kissed down his spine. Reaching out, all his hope for a chance of escape died when warning magic buzzed against his fingertips before he could even touch it. He'd expected it. With a defeated huff, he leaned back against his haunches; Granger's dreamy sighs still whispering acrossthe fine hairs on his skin.

	Heclosedhiseyes...relishedthefeeling...thesmellofherthisclose...closeenoughtotouch...

	And like an army of flames, he was blasted back to reality. He flinched violently awayfrom her, as though she was laced with poison, cursing himself to Salazar's tomb and back.

	Thiswaswhathersoddingbloodexperimenthaddonetohim.

	She was crawling through his system and into his head, screwing up his senses. It wasn't her muddy blood, it was something deeper; something carving his bones and drowning hiscells.It was her. Granger. Her substance, her innocence; just racing though him and throwing

	 

	
shards at his sanity. Revolted by his actions, he fled her company on slightly shakinglegs; praying some distance would purify him of her.

	Hermionewasstartledawakebytheangryslamofhisdoor.

	Shame really; it had been the best night's sleep she'd had in weeks. Even if had only beenfora few hours.

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	The winds were calm for the next four days, and he successfully managed to avoid herwhile he convinced himself more and more that she was festering beneath his flesh. On the Friday, exactly one week after their blood-bathroom incident, the walls had started to close in again.A craving for interaction with another human settled into his pores and, of course, Granger was the only option. He needed to hear another human's heartbeats because his own were getting too loud with his solitude.

	Of all the fucked up things to plague his brain, needing someone else's presence was definitely the the thing that let him know he was going mad. He wanted an argument, orjust something to remind him there was life beyond his bedroom door. He rationalised it by pointing out it was entirely circumstantial.. If there was anybody, and he meant anybody,

	otherthanherthatcouldchaseawayhisdemons,thentherewouldbenoneedforthis.

	Anybody, except Weasley. Pureblood or not, if bitchy McGonagall had shoved him into a room with that orange tumour of Wizarding Society, there would have been slaughter bythe second hour.

	Thatmentalimagecheeredhimalittle.

	He could hear her shuffling around in the kitchenette, clanging around with various utensils and causing more noise than was probably necessary. Combing his hands through his ice- blond hair and releasing a weary breath, he left the four-walled prison-come-bedroom tofind Granger fussing with some pans and vegetables.

	Hermione felt his presence before she saw it, and she spun around to give him a curiouslook. "Let me guess," she said evenly. "I was making too much noise again?"

	"Yes,"hegrumbled,takingafewstepstowardsher."Whatthehellareyoudoing,Granger?"

	"Just sorting out some food for tomorrow," she explained with a delicate shrug. "Iprobably should have asked you this before, but are you allergic to anything?"

	 

	
"No,"heshookhishead,hoistinghimselfuptositonthecounter."Justyou."

	He'd meant the comment to be cold and crisp, but it had lacked that snide edge that had taken him years to perfect. Instead it sounded more...teasing? Well, Granger certainly seemed tofind it harmless judging from her amused snort and the slight curl of her lips. He considered calling her Mudblood just for familiarity's sake, but something in his rather warped mindtold him not to, and she spoke before he had a chance to question it.

	"Have you finished reading Titus?" she asked, evidently a bit uncertain about how shewas supposed to act around him. At least they had that in common.

	He scoffed. "Give me some credit, Granger," Draco mumbled, resting his elbows againsthis knees and eyeing her back. "I was almost finished the other day. Of course I've finished it."

	"Okay," she nodded, using her wand to help her finish her cooking. "And what wereyour thoughts on the ending?"

	"Too rushed," he stated simply, his tone critical and brusque. "It was a ratheramateurending."

	She hummed in thought as she turned to face him, crossing her arms over her chest. "Iagree.""What?"

	"I agree," Hermione repeated, catching his stare with an uncertain flush. "It was toofast. Have you thought about reading another?"

	He was already half-way through another one of her Muggle books. He'd decided to move away from that Shake-whatever guy, adamant that he would find some level illiteracy amongst her offered Muggle texts. He'd settled on some creepy-looking cover by aMuggle named Wilkie Collins, and had been pretty much absorbed by the pages from chapter one, much to his inner-disgust.

	"The Woman in White," he offered with a rushed breath, noting that her grinstretchedslightly.

	"Oneofmyfavourites,"shetoldhim."Andhow-

	"Don't get all bloody enthusiastic," he warned her with a low tone. "The level of writingis below that of Wizard and Witch authors."

	Her smile fell and she turned her back to him to complete the preparations for whatappeared to be stew. "Do you really believe Purebloods to be superior to Muggle-borns, Malfoy?"

	He quirked an eyebrow at that. His stony eyes roamed her shoulders and spine, searchingfor any clue as to why she had asked such a stupid question. "You know I do, Granger," he answered proudly, but there was an odd throb in his chest as he spoke. "Don't ask piss-poor questions when you're meant to have some brains in there."

	 

	
An almost disappointed sigh left her mouth. "Then can I make a suggestion please?"she murmured softly, fidgeting with the hem of her too-big, red jumper.

	There was her sodding please again; unwelcome and just another reminder of how pathetically pure she was. Somewhere at the back of his brain lingered the memory thathe'd intended to argue with her, but here he was again; conversing with her in a way that should have made him vomit. But at least he felt slightly more normal. More human. Just like her

	shower-sighs,these...almostcivilmomentsseemedtoremedyhispulsingheadaches.

	"You can make all the suggestions you want," he shrugged nonchalantly, his scowl wastedon her back. "But the likelihood of me agreeing to any of them is obviously next to nothing."

	She turned back around and her features were calm and soothed, but he could see the flurry of thoughts spinning behind her eyes. She really was so interesting to observe at timessuch as these; like a cryptic puzzle with no obvious reward. Everything that buzzed in her heart was so willingly reflected in her autumn-hue gaze, something he just couldn't get his head around. It would be wise for her to keep as much hidden as possible; especially from

	someoneshedespised.Someonelikehim.

	"After you've finished the book," she spoke slowly. "I would like you to read MartinLuther King's autobiography."

	Hisbrowloweredwithcaution."Why?"

	"I think you would find some of the concepts interesting," Hermione offered, her eyesraking down his body from head to toe. "It's just a suggestion."

	With that, she wandered out of his sight and disappeared into her room, leaving Draco reluctantly intrigued by her random request. He wouldn't read it, of course, if only outofspite.

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	Hermionedidn'thavetimetomulloverherconversationwithMalfoy,asshewasgreetedby a very familiar owl pecking relentlessly at her window pane. She rushed over on anxiousfeet, throwing open the latch to let the beautiful bird inside.

	"Hedwig," she cooed affectionately as Harry's faithful pet dropped the letter in her palmand gave her knuckles a soft nuzzle. "Give the boys my love."

	The Snowy Owl never waited for a response as it was too risky to waste the precious time, but Hermione always felt disheartened as she hastily took back to the skies. She wouldhave

	 

	
givenanythingtowriteareply,butithadbeenagreedthatitwasfartoodangerousto

	exchange more parchment than could be helped. If she ever discovered anything that couldbe useful for the boys, she had to pass it on to McGonagall, and she would find a means to

	deliver it to Harry and Ron. These rules were strict, and she naturally followed them;albeitbegrudgingly.

	Merlin,shemissedthem...

	The letter was scratchy in her palm, and as much as she wanted nothing more than to tear it open there and then, she couldn't. She'd promised Ginny at the beginning of term that they would read all the messages together. If there was one person who was coping slightlyworse than Hermione, it was the Weasley sister. It was her boyfriend and her brother after all, thegirl had every right to feel lost.

	Hermione shrugged on her robes and carefully tucked the letter and her wand into thepocket before she left her room. A quick scan of the kitchen and the sitting area informed her that Draco must have retired to his room for the remainder of the evening, so she quickly left her dorm, heading for Gryffindor Tower.

	Ten minutes later and she was sat on Ginny's bed with the redhead at her side, nervously fingering the ends of her fiery locks. The only other resident of the room, Parvati Patil, was conveniently absent, possibly shacking up with Dean Thomas after their recent attempt at a relationship. The privacy was welcomed by both witches as the letters tended to rousesome emotional reactions, and only a select few knew that her two best friends were in contact.

	"Ready?" Hermione sighed, not waiting for a response before she ripped away theenvelope and unfolded the parchment, her eyes scanning the brief paragraph.

	Girls,

	Alliswell.Notmuchtoreport.

	Working on something but it might benothing. As always, don't worry.

	Miss and love youboth.H&R

	As always, it was short and to the point, lacking any detail in case it was intercepted. The words were scribbled in Harry's handwriting this time, and Hermione watched Ginnytrace

	her fingers across the blunt sentences with tears already beading between her lashes. Shefelt her own eyes burn with the inevitable pining, and it wasn't because of what was scrawled across the parchment. It was because of what wasn't on the parchment.

	The boys would never talk like that, and the lack of personality behind the words waswhat she missed the most. Just to read one of Ron's dull jokes or to have a comforting line from

	 

	
Harry would have been bliss. Hell, she'd have probably screamed with joy if they'dhave written something about Quidditch. She just wanted her boys back...

	"Can you stay tonight?" Ginny blurted over a sob. "P-Parvati's not here, and I don't wantto be alone."

	Hermionegaveherfriendasadnodandpulledherinforastronghug."OfcourseI'llstay."

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	Wherethefuckisshe?

	As Draco had noted so many times before, Granger was a girl of habit; sticking to herstrict routines with nary a glitch. He'd heard her leave not long after their encounter in the kitchenette, just like every other day; leaving him to his own devices for the evening. He'd read some more of the Muggle novel and had a quick shower before preparing himself for bed, waiting for Granger's return.

	Andtherewastheglitch.

	He knew from his isolation that the habitual twitters of birds usually started at five in the morning, and she was normally home by three. With a confused glare at the window, heleft his bed and headed into the living room, checking the clock to find it was exactly ten-past- five, and Granger had definitely not come home.

	Home...?

	He could think about that later. For now, all he felt was a heavy and dense weight pulsate inhis chest, and it chased away any other notions he could have had. It felt like panic...Yes,that was panic. Questions quickly clogged his brain, painfully hammering against his temple.

	Wherewasshe?

	If something had happened to her, would he be stuckhere?Forgotten?

	Alone?

	Whatwouldthatdotohismind?

	Whatwouldhedowithoutherscentorshowers...?

	 

	
Heneededtogetout.

	No way in hell was he staying in here; left to rot away like a peasant with no worth. He marched quickly to the main door, ignoring the familiar and irritating static against hispalm, warning him not to grab the handle. But he did anyway.

	His fist clamped down on the brass, and the pain was instantaneous. It burned his hand and sparked up his arm; scorching his flesh from the inside and searing across his bones. His instincts screamed at him to let go, but his alarm was too strong. He gnashed his teeth inan effort to ignore the pain and tried to push down, but then the fire shot down his spine like blazing scratches. His back arched and he roared with agony; but still, he refused to let go.

	He could feel himself weakening; the violent flames burning away his energy andconvulsing his muscles. He knew he was spasming with uncontrollable jerks, and another tortured yell

	tore out of his throat. With one last feeble attempt to escape, he put everything he hadinto opening the door.

	The heat raced right back up his spine and attacked his head, flaring at the nape of his neck before it all went numb. He didn't even feel himself crash to the floor; trembling wildlyand writhing as the fit rocked every inch of him with dangerous twitches. And then he wasunconscious.
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	Hermionehadn'tmanagedablinkofsleep.

	Ginny had become inconsolable fairly quickly, and Hermione had simply rocked her backand forth, stroking her hair until the redhead had become too exhausted to remainconscious. She knew Molly comforted her daughter in a similar fashion, and she'd spent the majority of the night thinking about her own parents and how much she missed them. Her weary brainhad then naturally dragged her to thoughts of Harry and Ron, and finally, Malfoy.

	In her defence, it was impossible not to think of her cold houseguest when he was always there, but he'd been a little easier on her strained thoughts as of late. Despite hisarrogance, prejudices, and the rest of the complicated recipe of flaws, Malfoy was certainly more

	bearable than he'd been before. She'd even found herself – accidentally, of course –leaving for the library later than usual so she could spend more time in his presence. It was all for

	studious purposes of course; McGonagall had asked her to keep an eye on him, and shefoundit somewhat fascinating to witness all the subtle changes.

	Plus, it felt good to have a consistent male presence again, even it was forced, and saidmale was a prat.

	Still, watching him adapt to his surroundings, and to her, was so intriguing, and she had secretly challenged herself to influence him as best she could. Hermione was almostcertain that if, and that was a massive if, she could break his prejudices, then he wouldn't be so bad to live with.

	Then again, probably not. Her Gryffindor optimism could be a pain in the backside attimes, but she'd try anyway; if only to erase the word Mudblood from his vocabulary.

	Her lack of sleep was clearly starting to muddle with her head, and a glimpse at the clocktold her it was already half six in the morning. She checked that Ginny was completely out before she carefully moved her to the side, reaching out with the hem of her sleeve to brush away

	some dreamy tears from the younger witch's face. Hermione silently headed to her friend's desk and scribbled a quick note, apologising for leaving and explaining that she neededsomerest.

	Withapartingsadlookattheprettyredhead,shecreptquietlyawayfromherformerliving

	space and wandered down the lonely corridors back to her dorm. It was only a shortdistance, but her steps were slow and thoughtful as she noted, yet again, just how dead Hogwarts seemed. Yes, the halls were still bleak with the winter morning, and it was too early for

	anyone to be up on a Saturday, but she had always adored Hogwarts for feeling so alive and warm. Now, every brick looked darker and every room was colder, and the entire Castlehada similar atmosphere to that of a graveyard.

	 

	
It was a haunting comparison...One that constantly reminded her of how dismal everything was. It would be the 1st of November on Monday, another month since Dumbledore'sdeath. Half a year, and it still made her heart shrink.

	With a troubled sigh, she mumbled her password to the pride of lions, but the door didn'topen all the way. She frowned and pushed against it, feeling resistance from the other side. She slipped in sideways and instantly tripped on something; something fleshy that sent her tumbling to the floor with a shocked gasp. With a frustrated breath, she chucked her hairout of her face and glanced over her shoulder, her eyes going wide when she noticed what, or who, had caused the obstruction.

	"Oh God," she whispered, pivoting on her knees and crawling over to him. "Malfoy?Draco!" He looked dead. It was as simple as that.

	Hisskinhadturnedaghostlyshadeofgreyandhislipswereachillingbluesmudgeacross his face. With his eyes sealed, and his expression a foreboding semblance of peace,Hermione felt intense alarm and dread clog her throat. With jittery movements and panic-clumsy hands, shefumbledwithhiswrist,grimacingwhenshenoticedhispalmwasaswollenmessof blood and scorched flesh.

	The loud and violent thuds pounding in her ribcage calmed when she felt Draco's steady pulse against her fingertips. She released a shaky breath and relished the feeling of his heartbeats for a second, allowing her terror to subside. It only took another glimpse athis mangled hand and his position by the door for her to deduce what had happened.

	He'd tried to escape. Malfoy, you bloodyidiot...

	Kneeling at his side, she forced herself to gather her wits; surprised when she realised her cheeks were damp. She'd cried? Well...panic could that to people, and she could think aboutit later after she'd kicked the shit out of him for being so stupid.

	"Wingardium leviosa," Hermione said quietly as she got to her feet and withdrew herwand, manoeuvring the unconscious wizard to one of the sofas.

	She crouched next to him with her wand lingering over his chest, ready to wake him, butshehesitated.

	Her fawn-like eyes slowly drifted up to his face, and she realised she'd never had an opportunity to see him like this. This close. He looked so normal then, like he was simply sleeping.Therewasnotraceoftheangerandturmoilthatalwaysseemedtostainhis features; no hint of how fractured his life was. He appeared relaxed, and she was completely transfixed by him. She reached out a curious hand to brush aside his snowy-blond fringe,and her fingertips moved on their own from that point; sweeping across his brow and up his

	cheekbonewithprobingbarely-therestrokes.

	 

	
Something wedged in her chest as she studied him further, and she found herself thinkingit was such a shame. He was handsome and smart, but his upbringing had ruined him, and it was so sad...Such a waste...

	Some of the colour returned to his face as she grazed his skin, and she couldn't help herselfas she brushed her thumb against his lower lip. He was...warmer than she'd expected...

	She snatched her hand away and gave it a horrified glare. This was what insomnia did toher; messed with her brain and encouraged to do stupid and inappropriate things. Shaking herhead and privately scolding herself, she placed her wand back against his chest and prepared for Malfoy's inevitable temper when he woke up and found her leaning over him.

	"Enervate!"

	Dracosprangupwithaloudgasp,hiseyessnappingopenintowideandstormypools,and his chest heaving with urgent sputters. He didn't even notice the witch as his side as hestared straight ahead, blinking wildly and trying to regain his composure.

	"Malfoy!" Hermione shouted his name, placing her hand across his arm. "Draco, calmdown. It's alright."

	His frantic stare shot over to her, and she could have sighed when she saw him relax and his breathing slowed to a regular rate. She was about to speak again when he quickly reachedout with his injured hand, and she managed to resist the urge to flinch away in surprise. It happened too quick to understand, but his sticky palm was suddenly against her cheek, intimatelyslickingherskinwithhisblood.Herlipspartedinshockasshetriedto comprehend the gesture, and he was trembling so badly that the tremors vibrated against herface.

	And then, as if nothing had happened, his hand dropped, and he was simply staring ather with a blank expression. Snapping out of yet another trance, Hermione examined his shivering body nervously, listening to his chattering teeth as the shudders became increasingly worse.

	"Malfoy," she breathed as calmly as she could. "Your body needs to recover, okay?" Hedidn't even attempt to answer over the rhythmic claps of his teeth, just continuing to watch her with completely empty eyes. "I'm going to get you some Dreamless Sleep Potion, alright? I'll be back in a second."

	Sherushedtoherbedroomwithoutwaitingforaresponseandflungopenthechestatthe

	base of her bed to rummage as fast as she could for a vial of purple liquid. With the required potion in her fist, she grabbed a blanket from her bed and raced back to him, finding hisbody quaking at an alarming rate. She dropped the blanket and stumbled back to his side,desperately tugging away the cork and bringing the vial to his lips.

	"D-Draco," she murmured over her anxiety. "Can you keep still so I can give youthis?" No answer. Just more shaking...

	 

	
Pausing for only a second, her free hand went to his face again, cupping his cheek and using her thumb to pry apart his lips. "It's okay," she muttered distantly, oblivious to how tendershe was being. She ignored the pain as she shoved her thumb between his vibrating teeth so she could pour the potion down his throat.

	When the small glass was empty, she tossed it over her shoulder and settled her palm overhis lips, absently rubbing her fingertips across his face as she waited for him to swallow. No less than twenty seconds later and he went completely limp, though he was still shivering slightly. Shepulledtheblanketoverhimandensuredhewassubstantiallycoveredbeforeshe collapsed back on her haunches with a relieved sigh.

	DearMerlin,she'dbeenpetrified...petrifiedforhim...Butshe'ddoneallshecould.

	Stealing a glance just to ensure that he was sleeping soundlessly, she rose to her uneasy feet and literally felt the exhaustion smother her like a freezing wave. Dragging her protesting limbs towards the bathroom, she hunched over the sink and tried to gather her thoughts, buta glance at her reflection made her breath hitch.

	There it was. His crimson handprint; bold and oddly beautiful across her cheek like some territorial mark that still felt blissfully warm. She stared at it for a long minute before she flicked on the tap and rinsed his blood away with a strange flutter in her chest. With afinal glance at her reflection, she trudged into her room and began to discard her clothes. She hurriedly changed into a t-shirt and her pyjama bottoms, tucking her wand into a pocket at her thigh.

	She could have cried over how comfortable her bed looked. So, Godric knew whyshe decided to grab another one of her blankets and head back into the sitting room.

	Settling herself down and hugging her body under the covers, her heavy-lidded gazefocussed solelyontheslumberingwizardacrossthecoffeetableontheoppositesofa.Again,he looked so different, but she had a feeling it had nothing to with his calmed features this time.

	Thiswouldchangethings,butshehadnoideahow.

	.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.Hermionewokefirsttothesoundsofwanderingstudentsoutsideherdorm.

	She checked the clock to find it was almost midday, meaning she had miraculouslymanaged five hours sleep; one of her longest rests in ages. It also meant that Malfoy would be waking soon if she'd measured out the potion correctly, and her sleepy stare drifted over to him.

	 

	
The whole incident seemed like a weathered whisper across her memory, somewherebetween reality and a forgotten dream. She could have been watching him for minutes or hours when signs of life began to slowly influence his body; just little twitches and arousing sigh before his eyes opened with a flutter of blinks.

	She half-wished he didn't notice her, because she knew it would lead to one of the most awkward moments of her life. Just as she was contemplating closing her eyes andpretending to be asleep, he cocked his head, and their eyes locked.

	She'd expected nothing but rage and embarrassment, but she saw only irritation and a hintof shame swirling in his rain-cloud eyes. The silence seemed to spark between them as the eye contact refused to shatter, and Hermione's voice found her before she could turn it away.

	"Howdoyoufeel?"

	He looked away then, and she honestly didn't expect him to answer. "Like shit," hemuttered, his voice a little hoarse.

	Thewitchobservedhimintentlyashepulledhimselfintoasittingpositionwithsome

	difficulty and a reluctant grimace, keeping his injured hand under the blanket. He benthis knees and clenched his eyes shut, bowing his head and massaging his temple with lean fingers. She chewed her bottom lip and silently scolded herself for leaving her couch, gathering the blanket about her shoulders as she neared him.

	Whatthehellareyoudoing...?

	She could have sat on the floor next to his sofa. It would have certainly been a morerational idea than nervously settling herself on the couch by his feet. If he had screamed at her then,

	she wouldn't have blamed him, because she had no idea why either. But Draco barelymoved. This was one of the most bizarre situations she could ever remember getting herself into, and considering the last six years of her life, that was saying something.

	"What were you thinking?" she blurted before she could douse the urge, frowning when hestill didn't lift his head. "Do you have any idea how dangerous the wards are? You couldhave died, Malfoy-

	"You didn't come back," he interrupted with a lowmumble. What the-

	"What?" Hermione breathed, trying to study every detail of his face to gain a clue. "Whatdoyou-

	"You didn't come back," he repeated, finally glancing at her from under his eyelashes."Lastnight."

	"I...Idon'tunderstand-

	"Nobody else knows I'm here." he hushed her, his words strained and quiet. "Ifsomething happens to you then I am royally fucked-

	 

	
"McGonagall knows your here," Hermione pointed out. Her voice was soft and patient, as thoughshewascomfortinghim,andDracowastooconfusedtobedisgustedbyit.Despite his best attempts to ignore it, there was something about Granger's proximity that steadiedthe remains of his tempestuous soul, and for the moment, he didn't want her to leave. Not yet.

	How could he have forgotten McGonagall? It was all that ancient cow's fault hewas imprisoned here in the first place.

	"And if something happened to her?" he questioned harshly. "I would just rot away inhere until some fucking third year noticed the smell?"

	"Draco," she gasped, flinching at his bitter words. "If anything happened to McGonagall,the wards would stop working and you would be able to leave."

	Heblinked.

	Hell, he'd never even thought of that, and now he felt like bloody fool for his dramaticescape attempt. He snapped his glare away from her and despised himself for getting into such astate. If he thought that Potter wandering into the bathroom last year had been the most degrading thing that could happen to him, he'd been wrong.

	But...

	But she was different to Potter. That immortal prick had been nosing around and trying to interfere, as he always bloody did, whereas she looked genuinely concerned for him. The very thought should have repulsed him, and his fingers itched with the instinct to shoveher as far away as possible, but he didn't. Instead, he scrutinised her heart-shaped face for any indications of trickery or deception, but the witch practically glowed with sincerity.

	"Whywouldyouhelpme?"heaskedher,narrowinghiseyesintosuspiciousslits.

	"Because you needed it," Hermione shrugged, as though it was nothing. "The wardsare strong and dangerous, and you could have-

	"You hate me," he hissed, perhaps more to himself than to her. "We loathe eachother, Granger. Why the fuck would you-

	"I don't...I don't think I really...hate you," she stuttered shyly, and Draco clamped his mouth shutwithanaudiblesnap."Hate'sastrongword.Iwouldneverwishanythingfatalonyou-

	"Wouldn'tyou?"hegrowledcynically.

	"No, I wouldn't," she affirmed with that familiar determination of hers. "And I wouldhope you wouldn't wish it on me."

	Draco snorted, but she would be deaf not to notice the lack of conviction there. A memoryof the Quidditch World Cup invaded his mind, and he recalled himself warning Potter to get her away from the chaos. It had been a random impulse that he had questioned relentlessly for weeks afterwards, but there was no escaping that he'd considered her safety, and he still hadno idea why.

	 

	
"Let me check your hand," Granger's voice stole him back to the current predicament."It looked pretty bad this morning-

	"It'sfine-

	"No, it's not," she cut him off with a stern glare, extending her hand. "Look, I'll justPetrify you if you insist on being difficult. Wouldn't you rather we just got this over with?"

	Dracoscowledatherandclickedhistongue."Youwillnottellasoulaboutthis,Granger."

	"I couldn't even if I wanted to, Malfoy," she reminded him. "Everything that happens inthis room remains between us."

	Something about the brunette's comment made his throat run dry, and he gulped down a scratchy swallow as he reluctantly revealed his hand. As he settled it in her cupped palm,he grimaced when he realised it was a lot worse than he'd expected. There was a deep gash slicing across the centre, clotted with half-dry blood and still oozing in some areas. His skin was folded back like grotesque petals, and little red lines branched away from the large cut and spread across the rest of his hand like roots; stretching up his fingers and wrist.

	Draco could feel residual magic crackling under his flesh, and the weeping scold burned like torture. His smoky eyes shifted to Granger, half expecting to find her choking on the fumesof vomit, but she was simply nibbling her lip. Her hazels were calculating the damage, and he watched the clogs of her brain churn with too much attention. He noted that they were, once again, effectively holding hands, the smell of blood lingering between them, just like the first time on his bed after the bathroom incident.

	"This will take a couple of minutes," she murmured, pulling out her wand and beginningthe work on his wound. "Does it hurt?"

	"No," he lied through gritted teeth, eyeing the golden glow at her wand's tip. "Just hurryup,Granger."

	She dampened her lips with a flick of her tongue as she healed the mess, starting at his fingertips and working her way down to the gaping slash. Ignoring the searing sensations sparking in his nerves, he focussed instead on her gentle touches and found them theperfect distraction. They sat in a silence that oddly bordered on comfortable, and he was too lost in the soothing exercise to do anything when she tugged up his sleeve.

	Granger's harsh breath broke his trance, and his head snapped down to find her amber eyes round and shocked. He wanted to melt away at that moment; disintegrate into nothing. He followed her stare down to his arm, knowing full well what had shaken her. His DarkMark.

	No,no,no...

	He didn't want her to see it...It just didn't feel right. She was too pure for it, as if justlooking at the ugly scar would somehow taint her. Salazar strike him down, he didn't want that; he didn't want her anywhere near it. He tried to snatch his arm away, but her grip on him tightened, holding it in place.

	 

	
Hermione studied the hideous brand intently, realising she'd never been this close to the Dark Mark before. She had read countless texts about Voldemort and his trademark spells; particularly the Morsmordre and the inky emblem that Death Eaters bore, but there was something off with the mark on Malfoy's flesh. The skin surrounding the skull and snakewas still raised and red with irritation, but Dumbledore had been dead almost six moths, which meant the swelling should have gone down by now. Unless...

	"Wait," she whispered absently as she leaned a little closer, oblivious that her breath ghosted across his forearm and caused him to shiver. Draco observed her warily as a rather striking flash of understanding danced in her eyes, and he held his breath as she parted her lips."You weren't willing."

	Heactuallycoughedinbewilderment."What?"

	"You weren't willing," she repeated, lifting her chin to give him a long look. "Notcompletely,anyway."

	"Whatthefuckareyou-

	"Your body rejected it because you didn't want it," she explained, gesturing to theinflamed skin around the tattoo-like symbol. "This would have calmed by now if you had been completely obedient."

	Dracohadnoideahowhewassupposedtorespondtothat,becausetheinfuriatingwitch was, yet again, right. He'd had too many reservations to count during the ceremony, and he'd regretted that fateful night with aching pores ever since. He'd been far too influenced by a reckless urge to avenge his father's imprisonment, but the moment he'd stepped into Borginand Burkes, he'd sealed the painful transaction that had left him with this disgusting scar.And whathadcomefromit?Nothingbuthauntingnights,breakingdowninthePrefects bathroom, and his six-month hell of hiding.

	He knew all this; had long accepted that it was a fatal mistake which had led to themost degrading and awful moments of his life, but he didn't want her to know that.

	"What the hell would you know?" he challenged with a condescending sneer, ripping hisarm away from her and covering the brand back up with his sleeve. "Let me guess; one of your precious books, Granger? You should know better than to trust everything you read-

	"I know it wasn't your choice, Malfoy," she argued in a calm tone that only infuriatedhim further. "And I didn't have to see your Mark to figure it out-

	"Spare me your philosophical bullshit, Granger," he spat, but he couldn't stop hisfeatures twisting into a pained grimace as a sudden bout of nausea hit him.

	"Areyouokay?"Hermioneaskedquickly,reachingout."Here,letme-

	"Just leave me be!" he snarled, attempting to rise from the couch, but the fuzziness inhis head wouldn't allow it. "For fuck's sake-

	 

	
"It's the magic," she sighed, shuffling a little closer to him across the cushions. Maybetoo close. "Let me finish healing you-

	"Idon'tthinkso-

	"I won't touch the Mark," she offered with a meek shrug. "I swear, I won't even mentionit. As I said, what happens here remains between us."

	Had it not been for the biting prickles still swimming beneath his skin, a wonderful insult would be tumbling out of his mouth by now Instead, he cautiously surrendered his arm toher again, careful to keep his features hard so she wouldn't allow herself to believe he was at all comfortable with it. Her fingers were on him again; lulling little caresses that seemed to

	lingeracrosshisfinehairslikestatic.Truetoherword,shekeptherreactionindifferentas

	shepushedhissleevebackup,carefultokeepherwandandeyesawayfromtheblackstain.

	Thelip-chewingwitchwasdoingeverythingshecouldtoignoretheDarkMark,butshe wouldswearshecouldfeelitgloweringather;judgingherMuggleheritageandherloyalty to the Phoenix. She half-sealed her eyes and took a deep breath, catching a breeze ofMalfoy's scent. It was different now, no longer cider-sweet from his apple diet, but masculine and refined. There was a hint of that new book smell she'd always found appealing, and a dash of her minty soap, that merged perfectly with his earthy, male spice. It was nice...

	"Okay," Hermione mumbled somewhat breathlessly, lowering her wand and releasinghis arm. "I think that's it."

	"Good,"hebreathed,findinghisarmsuddenlyfeltrathercoldwithouthertouch.

	"Howdoyoufeel?"sheasked,tuckingastraylockofhairbehindherear."Anydizzinessor-

	"No," he lied bitterly, steeling himself with the meagre scraps of his dignity to leave the couch. He put everything he had into making his movements as fluid as possible, and was almost safely inside his room when Granger's voice stalled him. Merlin forbid she leavehim in peace.

	"Malfoy," she called him, a nervous scratch to her voice. "Can I...Can I ask yousomething before you go?"

	He cursed his curiosity to the other side and back as he leaned his shoulder against thewall and shot her a fierce glare. "Make it quick, Granger."

	"Well," she murmured with obvious reservations. "Do you remember when you firstcame here and you asked how I felt about you? And I said-

	"You had a rant about how much you despised me," he finished impatiently, rolling hiseyes. "Yes, so?"

	"But I...I said just now that I didn't hate you," Hermione continued, fidgeting anxiously."That hate was a strong word-

	 

	
"Bloody hell," he growled through connected teeth. "This pointless memory exercisebetter have a point. Get on with it, Granger!"

	"How do you feel about me now?" she asked in a staccato rush, unable to look at him."I mean...do you still hate me?"

	His eyes were a stormy mix of agitation and confusion that made her feel just that little bit moreidiotic.Thequestionseemedtoringinhisearsandstirmemoriesofhisobsessionwith

	her showers, and the almost civil talks that they'd accidentally stumbled into as of late. Didhe hate her? Yes, just not in the same way. He hated her now for confusing him and screwingwith his predefined perceptions of her. He hated her because she had somehow become

	borderline tolerable, but he hated her most because she made him think; made himquestionhimself.

	"DoIhateyou?"herepeatedwithaflawlesspatronisingsnarl."Moreandmoreeachday."

	He didn't wait to witness her reaction and barged his way into his room, just managing toreach his bed before he collapsed with still-struggling muscles. He brought his hand up to his eyes and inspected it, one again acknowledging that Granger had done a decent job withfixing a wound. His skin was unblemished ivory again; but he would swear he could stillfeel an unnatural buzz across his wrist and palm.

	It wasn't like the crawling sting from McGonagall's wards, but more...more like thepleasant remains of Granger's soothing fingers...

	It was a ridiculous and dangerous notion, and he balled his fists and slammed them intothe mattres with a revolted grunt.

	He'd been wrong; this was what he loathed most about her. She was polluting him like a blissful virus, infecting him inch by inch; sense by sense. He went through the motions inhis head, listing her invasion of his senses. First it had been her smell, closely followed by her

	shower sounds. And then his eyes had come to acknowledge that she wasn't the uglyMuggle- spawn she was supposed to be. And now, he could feel her; her touch across his skin and her essence still waltzing in his veins from the day on the bathroom floor.

	That was four; smell, sound, sight and touch. What was thefifth? Oh yes. Taste.
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	Draco thumbed the book's spine and examined the cover critically, searching for any cluesas to why Granger was so anxious for him to read it.

	It seemed innocent enough; the main cover a still, Muggle photograph in black, white andall the shadows of grey in between. The main focus was a seemingly educated, dark-skinnedman – evidently a Muggle by his attire – with an expression that seemed worn with wisdom and experience. He checked the back and noticed it wasn't technically an autobiography,

	more a collection of this King bloke's writings and letters, arranged by another man called Carson. There wasn't really an explanation of what the book contained, which irritatedhim, but he was ridiculously intrigued about Granger's interest in the text.

	With a stubborn huff, he tossed it aside and buried his face in his palms, digging hisfingernails into his scalp and wondering when all this would end. He heard Granger leaveher room and head to the bathroom for her shower, just like she did every other morning. He yieldedtohisowndisturbingroutine,andleftthebedtoslumpagainsttheusualwall, cocking his head so his ear would tingle with the vibrations of her inevitable sounds.

	A few moments later, with the musical hum of pulsing water to accompany her, Grangerbegantofeedisunhealthyobsession.Justsubtlegaspsandmorning-raspypurrstobegin with, a build-up to her crescendo of moans that always dragged him back to this place. He inhaled a calming breath as his headache eased to her noises, and allowed himself to belulled into a dazed state.

	Ashealwaysdid.

	But...

	But something within him stirred; a warm little twitch just below his naval that sent fastand eager blood between his thighs. He knew the feeling well, but it had been a while; being forced to plot a man's death tended to consume the mind and steal any thoughts of release, and six months in hiding had hardly helped.

	Still a little lost in Granger's moans, his hand moved instinctively and absently to thegrowing bulgebetweenhiships.Hisfingersbarelymanagedapleasingstrokebeforehiseyesshot openandhesnappedhishandathissidewithhorrorcarvedintohisfeatures.Hetorehis body away from the wall with an undignified jerk and slammed his palms over his ears. Hewasshakingwithself-loathingandshockashedesperatelytriedtoshoveheroutofhis senses, clenching his eyes shut and grinding his teeth.

	In a trembling heap at the foot of his bed, he didn't move; didn't dare move, until the clickof the main door slipped through his fingers and told him that she'd left for classes. He opened

	 

	
his thunderstorm eyes and his arms fell from his head as his chest heaved with revulsionandpanic.

	WhattheHELLwasthat?

	His forehead was glossed with a mist of sweat, and his throat was scratchy and dry from his mortified panting. He felt dirty; sullied by the way his body had reacted to that fuckingbitch. Merlin's grave, what was wrong with him? Had his psyche become that withered in this

	Granger-infested cell that he would actually respond in such a sickeningmanner?NO!

	No.

	No,itdidn'tmeananything.Notasoddingthing.

	It had been long months since he'd gained any physical satisfaction, and that wasn't counting the fistful of times he'd tossed off in the Scottish shack when Snape had left to getprovisions.It was only normal that his baser instincts should come into play when he was living soclosely to a female.

	Mudbloodornot.

	Itwasinevitable,buthecouldcontrolit.Hehadto.

	He raised his head and found King's autobiography near his feet. With a loud swallow toget rid of the sandy edge in his throat, he grabbed the book with still-quivering fingers andflicked to the first page. Distraction was essential.

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	"Reading?" McGonagall echoed with a thoughtful expression. "Yes, I suppose that wouldbe an ideal way for Mr Malfoy to keep busy."

	"I have given him some of my Muggle books," Hermione confessed. "I...I thought Icould perhaps change his view on Muggles-

	"I admire your tenacity, Miss Granger," she sighed, leaning back in her chair. "But Iwould advise you don't get too carried away with that idea. Mr Malfoy seems pretty fixed in hisways-

	 

	
"I know that," the brunette cut in. "But I don't think he's as bad as he makes out. He's intelligent, and I think if I could just feed that seed of doubt, he might see somesense."

	The Headmistress pursed her lips and tapped her finger pensively against her chin."Your opinion on Mr Malfoy has changed," she said slowly; a statement, not a question.

	"Well," Hermione started awkwardly. "I just think I understand him a little better, and Ithink he's adapting well to me too. I'm pretty sure his perception of me has changed in the last month, so maybe I could convince him that his prejudices have no basis."

	McGonagall considered the younger witch carefully. "If you must," she breathedhesitantly. "Then I would recommend that you don't get your hopes up and just be careful. But I trust your judgement, Hermione."

	"Thankyou,"shenoddedwithasmallsmile."Thatmeansalot,Professor."

	"And how has he been doing otherwise?" the older witch asked. "Any odd behaviour,or outbursts of any kind?"

	Hermione'sbrainwasinstantlyharassedwithflashingmemoriesofSaturday,andcoming

	home to find Malfoy passed out on the floor. She'd assured him that his escape attemptwould remain between them; Merlin, she'd pretty much promised him. In hindsight, it had been arash decision, and while her loyalties to McGonagall were resolute and infinite, she couldn't break a promise.

	Malfoyornot.

	"No," she shook her head, ignoring the guilt. "No, he just spends most of his time inhisroom."

	"Okay," the Professor spoke with a slightly sceptical tone. "Well, keep me informed onhis behaviour. And how are you doing, Miss Granger?"

	"I'm fine," she responded automatically, tilting her head to give McGonagall a curiouslook. "Why do you ask?"

	"I'm just checking you are feeling well," she offered in an even tone. "I understand thatthings are difficult at the moment and I just want to ensure that you are doing okay."

	Hermione shrugged. "I know I have it easier than a lot of other people," sheanswered honestly, licking her lips. "I'm really okay, Professor."

	"If you say so," McGonagall muttered with obvious concern. "But I'd like you to knowthat you are free to discus anything you wish with me whenever you like."

	TheyoungGryffindorforcedthissmile."Thankyou."

	"One more thing," the greying witch continued. "I need to make a trip to Hogsmeade this weekend and you and Mr MacMillan are welcome to join me to get some things. Youmight want to ask your friends if they need anything."

	 

	
"Okay,"shesaid,risingfromherseat."I'llseeyouSaturday,Professor."

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	It was late, and the wind was wild again; howling through the abandoned library likethe prayers of dying men.

	Hermione shuddered and surged a bit more magic into her Lumos charm, drawing herlimbs in a little tighter to battle the chill. Her breath left her lips in ghostly mists as she tried to

	concentrate on the passage-laced pages, willing her heavy eyes to stay open. It wasuseless; the wind was too bold and her body too exhausted to remain here.

	She hadn't returned to her dorm after classes like she normally did, as Neville had near-begged her for some help with a Transfiguration assignment, and she'd seen no point inleaving once he had finished. Her uniform had become scratchy and musky from hertoo-long day, and she'd barely managed a cheese and pickle sandwich after her meeting with McGonagall at lunch. She was starving, stiff and frustrated that the night had denied her any progress. Just like every other night.

	Another shrill wail of the weather rattled her nerves and she slammed the book shut with a forlorn sigh. The sounds screamed around her and she hurriedly packed up her belongings, casting wary glances at the surrounding shadows. With quick and silent footfalls, she rushed down the hollow and menacing corridors with her heart pounding against her chest.Catching flimsy reflections of herself in the windows and convinced that she could feel a stranger's footsteps behind her, she moved into a full sprint.

	"Ad Lucem!" she hissed at the yawning lions, ploughing into her room and sealing herstare as she sank to the floor and tried to regain her scattered composure.

	"Whatthehelliswrongwithyou?"

	Hermione flinched away from the voice, her eyes wide and a hand at her chest to calmher fright. "Bloody hell, Malfoy!" she scolded over her flustered wheezing. "What are youdoing?"

	He regarded her with viper, calculating eyes, and his previous plans to ignore her at all costs, decided after his...problem in the morning, dissipated. It was too tempting to rile her upwhen she looked all jittery and vulnerable, and he relished her unpredictability. A month in her

	presence and he still found her impossible to read, and despite that twitch under hisstomach reminding him it was a potentially risky decision, he found himself desiring to see how this played out.

	 

	
HetookalittlecomfortinseeingGrangerallruffledinheruniform;skirtconservatively

	below the knee, unlike many of the other girls who flashed some leg, and her shirt buttonsall neatlyfastened.Thegirlwouldn'thaveknownhowtodressprovocativelyifherlife depended on it, and it deluded him into believing that this morning was nothing more than an anatomical glitch.

	Surely no harm would come from toying with the little Gryffin-dick, if only to dousesomeboredom?

	"What are you doing on the floor?" he countered coldly from the kitchenette. "And what'sgot you so bloody jumpy?"

	She gulped down some of her panic when another blast of wind sounded too human."I...I'm not jumpy-

	"Oh, of course," he smirked cruelly, analysing her features expertly and recognising allthe telling signs. "I forgot about your pathetic issue with the wind-

	"Shut up, Malfoy," she snapped, rising to her feet and straightening her posture to regaina little dignity. "Why do you always have to lurk around-

	"I'm not lurking," Draco calmly argued, leaning against the counter and folding his arms."I'm simply standing here-

	"Well...why?" she questioned clumsily, ditching her bag by the sofas. "You're notnormally awake when I get home-

	"Wrong again, Granger," he interrupted. "I am always awake when you get home. I'mjust usually in my room."

	She looked puzzled and agitated, and his smug smirk widened slightly. "You'realwaysawake?"

	"Trying to sleep through your heavy-handed noise is impossible, Granger," he toldher bluntly. "As I said before, it's like living with a Dyspraxic Giant-

	"Iamnotheavy-handed!Iam-

	"Loudandannoying,"hefinishedwithaboredtone."Andapaininthearse-

	"Wait," Hermione mumbled quietly. "Then...you're having trouble sleepingtoo?"Shit.

	Draco realised his mistake too late. "I sleep fine," he said, giving her pointed look. "Evenif your Gryffindor beds are ridiculously uncomfortable."

	The brunette paused and tilted her head; her honeyed eyes dancing up and down the lengthof him cautiously. "So...what were you doing in the kitchen?"

	 

	
"I was trying to make a drink," he rolled his eyes, gesturing to her kettle. "But yourfucking Muggle shit is broken-

	"It's not broken," she muttered a little distantly, shifting her weight. "I'll get changed andI'll make us some-

	"Idon'twantyoutomakeme-

	"Oh, don't be so childish," she frowned, but it faltered when the wind roared again. She dented her bottom lip with anxiety as she weighed up her pride against her fear andsudden loneliness. "Look, I need to ask you a few questions anyway, so-

	"Questions?"Dracoechoed."WhyshouldIanswerany-

	"Malfoy, stop it," she scorned with an irritated huff. "I'm not trying to pullanything-"Sure-

	"The questions I have are about your stay and how to possibly make it more...comfortablefor you," she explained, heading to her room. "So, stop being so-

	"You have ten minutes," he warned, leaving the kitchen and collapsing heavily into thecouch he had slept on the other night. "Hurry up, Granger."

	It took Hermione less than two minutes to change into a baggy t-shirt and her loose bottoms, and she also gathered her blanket, knowing the bellowing night would banish her to sitting room again. Draco tapped his foot impatiently against the coffee table's leg as she prepared two cups of steaming chocolate, and Hermione nibbled at her tongue to halt the bitingwords at the tip.

	"Right," the witch exhaled, setting down their mugs and relaxing into the opposite couch."I'm going to Hogsmeade this weekend and I thought you might want me to get somethings for you-

	"I don't need you to get anything for me!" he spat, rising from his seat with furious movements. "How many times do I need to tell you, Granger? Are you bloody deaf? Idon't need anything from you-

	"I knew you'd react like that," she told him, her tone prim and controlled like this wassimplya business meeting. "Look, it's not my money; it's Hogwarts' money, and seeing as your

	fatherwasoneoftheGovernors,it'stechnicallyyourfamily'smoney."

	It wasn't true. Hermione would be paying for anything that he requested, assuming it was within her price range. She'd expected that he would take her offer as an insult to his pride, and had invented her little white lie to convince him. She wasn't sure why, but she wanted him to have a few comforts to call his own; perhaps to possibly calm his mood, or maybeit was something else that she couldn't quite put her finger on.

	The pretty Gryffindor couldn't help but look at him differently after his escape attempt,and the way he had cupped her cheek with his bloody palm. She'd never once considered the

	 

	
possibility that Malfoy could be gentle in anything that he did, and his sticky caress had completelythrownher;madehermoreawareofhisneedsandfeelings.SeeingtheDark Mark should have appalled her and reignited her anger towards him, but it hadn't. Instead,she found McGonagall's voice swimming in her mind.

	It might do you well to remember that he was forced into his mission when you aredealing with him.

	Hermionetoldherselfshedidn'tcare,notquiteanyway,butshe'dmovedfromhatred,to

	indifference, to something else. She just didn't know what. She studied him with hercalm gaze as he warily retook his seat, resting his chin against the back of his knuckles.

	"Andyou'reofferingtocollectthesethingsforme?"heaskedsceptically."Why?"

	"Purely selfish reasons," she grinned. "If you have some luxuries, you might be a bitmorepleasant."

	Draco scoffed. "It will take more than some toys to make me pleasant towards you,Granger," he told her firmly, eyeing her with a half-lidded stare. "Aside from that unlikely notion,

	you'renotexpectinganythinginreturn?"

	"I know you wouldn't agree to anything I asked anyway," she shrugged. "And youhave nothing I want."

	He felt his jaw twitch. "Fine," he rasped out. "I am getting rather sick of those red bedcovers, so get me some green ones. And that sodding shampoo of yours-

	"Holdonasecond,"Hermionesaid,reachingforherbag."I'llwritethisdown."

	As she removed her parchment and her quill, one of her allergy shots tumbled out of herbag and rolled across the floor to tap Draco's feet. The pale wizard picked it up with his lean fingers and analysed it carefully, turning it over and cocking an eyebrow at the illustrations along the cylindrical object.

	"What,Mugglescan'treadnow?"hemocked."Shouldhaveguessed-

	"They're directional pictures," the brunette retorted angrily. "If I have an allergic attackand someone finds it, the pictures explain how to give me the shot."

	"Whydon'tyoujustdoityourself?"

	"IfIreachacertainstageIwon'tbeableto,"sheexplained."They'reaprecaution-

	"And if you don't get the shot?" he asked, shooting the witch a wary look and realisinghe was too interested in her answer. "What happens then?"

	"I could die," she stated, and Draco didn't like how flippant her comment sounded."Just chuck it here, Malfoy. Let's get on with your list."

	 

	
Draco looked away from her with an unsettling sensation fluttering in his gut, and hisgrey- ice stare went back to the strange item in his grip. He inspected the images one last time

	beforehetosseditovertoherandlickedhisteeththoughtfully,claspinghishandstogether.

	"So, you're scared of the wind, and a measly bee can kill you," he reiterated in his husky voice. "I thought you Gryffindors were supposed to be indestructible, or does thatannoying trait only apply to that scarred prick you hang around with?"

	"I'm human," she whispered quietly, meeting his sullen stare purposefully. "I have flaws,just like everyone else."

	Draco frowned and snapped out of his unwelcome thoughts. "Whatever," he growled. "Anyway, I want green bedding and some new shower stuff. That cheap shit you useis starting to grate away my skin."

	"Don't get my hopes up," she mumbled sarcastically, earning her a sharp glare asshe scribbled down his requests. "Anything else?"

	"A few boxes of Bertie Bott's beans," he replied. "And some ToothflossingStringmints." "Nothing else for your room?"

	"I doubt there's anything in Hogsmeade that could make that room any less tragic,"he muttered cynically. "The bedding will do."

	"Fine.Anythingelse?"

	The Slytherin prince paused and cocked his head with consideration. "If Tomes and Scrollshas anything new, get me something to read. Your Muggle shit is starting to give amigraine."

	Shenarrowedhereyes."Ithoughtyousaiditwasn'tthatbad-

	"I'd rather read some decent Wizard literature," he scowled at her. "That book you told meto read is just fucking bizarre."

	"You're reading the Martin Luther King book?" she asked, her fawny eyes wide withinterest. "What do you think of it?"

	"I assumed that you would have told me to read it in some futile effort to brainwash me into liking Muggles," he hissed with distaste, regurgitating the words with a venomous look. "But your stupid little plan backfired because all it did was prove how fucking disgustingMuggles really are."

	It took everything she had not lunge across the table and slap him. "Okay," she breathedwith obvious strain. "Why do you say that?"

	"Because according to that book, Muggles enslaved black Muggles and treated them like shit," he spat, apparently very angry at the notion. "Unless I have misinterpreted thebook?"

	"No,"Hermionesighed."That'sright."

	 

	
Draco sneered at her. It was a preposterous and alien concept that had instantly grasped his disgusted attention, and something that he had never even considered an issue within any society. Discrimination against skin colour was unheard of in Wizarding history, and the thought just made his despise Muggles that little bit more. Blaise, possible the only one of his friends who he respected, was dark-skinned, and the idea that he would have been mistreated because of the tone of his skin infuriated him, and simply concreted how barbaric andinferior Muggles were.

	"Fucking morons," he grumbled, curling back his lip as he watched her. "And you defendthisscum?"

	The witch inhaled another calming breath and decided she would have to chose herwords very carefully if she wanted this to work in her favour. "It was a shameful period that Muggles regret-

	"Shameful is an understatement," Draco told her, tapping his foot with agitation. "Ithought you were the clever one-

	"I never once said I thought it was right," she defended quickly. "I'm saying that ithappenedand-

	"Well,it'sabloodyjoke,"hesnarled,hisbreathingslightlyelevatedwithhisire."Ican't

	believe you would side with a species that would segregate according to skin colour. It'sjut skin. It's not something anyone can control."

	Thereitis...

	Hermioneswallowedawayanervousscratchinherwindpipeandsquaredhershoulders.

	"Yes," she said as steadily as she could. "It's unfair to judge a person by something theycan't help, isn't it?"

	Draco snapped his head up and wanted to inhale the words back into his mouth. The topicof their heated conversation had instantly crested into a sensitive territory; her blood.

	The creases of his earlier rage slowly dissipated from his snowy features, leaving widesilver eyes and slightly parted lips. His fair eyebrows drew together with ill-veiled confusion and something that bordered anxiety seized every muscle in his sinewy shape. He was tense and

	stiff, but when Hermione took a closer look, she could see the small, volatile vibrations ofhis clasped hands, and she stilled her breaths. The silence was humid, and Hermione didn't dare flinch when a rumble of wind sliced it in half.

	"Youslybitch,"Dracomurmuredquietly,hisexpressionblank."Youdidthatonpurpose-

	"I simply gave you some history and facts," she reasoned with deceptive composure."You came to your own conclusion-

	"It's different, Granger!" he interrupted adamantly, banging his balled fist onto the tablewitha shrill bash. "The circumstances are completely fucking different!"

	 

	
"The circumstances are always different," she said slowly, ignoring the compulsion toback away from him. "But...but the point and the problem are always the same-

	"Fuck you," he growled. "If you think this has changed my opinions towards Mugglesthen you are bloody wrong, Granger!"

	"That's up to you," she shrugged with forced nonchalance, but she could see the doubtbehind the silver flecks in his stormy glare, and that was what she had wanted. "Is there anything

	elseyou'dlikemetogetfromHogsmeade?"

	Draco relaxed is mouth and leaned back into the couch, warily keeping his attention onher innocent features. "You know, you're quite a conniving cow, Granger," he told her blandly.

	Despite the gravity of their previous words, Hermione couldn't stop the feminine giggle that trickled from her lips. "That from a Slytherin," she remarked. "I might be tempted to takethat as a compliment from you, Malfoy."

	"Don't," he said, his tone notably calmer but still tense. "And need I remind you that it isthe Slytherin House that receives the most negative preconceptions? So, you can jump right off that high horse of yours, Granger, because you judge too."

	The tawny-haired witch blinked in uninhibited surprise. "I...I guess you're right,"she admitted begrudgingly. "But unfortunately, you conform to the stereotype-

	"But you made that decision before you ever met me," he argued back. "And you madethe same assumptions about every other Slytherin."

	Hermionelickedherlipsandtookadeepbreath."Okay,"shestartedslowly."ThenI

	apologise for jumping to conclusions." She paused to fix him with an almost sad gaze. "It'sa shame you lived up to them."

	Draco tore his eyes away from her and stared at his woven fingers, feeling yet anotherodd flicker within his chest; roused by something she had said or done. His body and brain

	continued to react to her with unwelcome twitches and sensations, and he wondered brieflyifit was simply psychosomatic. Either his sanity really was seeping out of his ears, or Granger was less...annoying.

	Hehadnoideawhichoptionhepreferred.

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	Itwasanaccident.

	 

	
Draco hadn't meant to fall asleep on the sofa again; lulled into a too-perfect sleep by her musical breaths. He'd woken up with an inappropriate stiffness between his legs and atwisted urge to steal a touch while she slept.

	Maybeataste...

	Her scent was stronger in the mornings and deliciously musky, and it embedded itself intohis sinuses. It reminded him of Summer outside; the Summer he had missed cooped away in Scotland,andhecravedit.Her.WithsilentgratitudetoMerlinthathe'dwokenfirst,he hastily headed to his room to nurse away his bone-hard erection, unable to resist a small

	strokeofherchaotichairwithslightlytremblingfingers.

	Her lips had never looked so inviting at that moment; slightly dry from sleep with an invitation for him to moisten them. But he didn't yield to the revolting temptation,and quickly ripped himself away, silently scolding himself all the way to his room.

	He collapsed in a lonely corner of the room and buried his face in his palms, letting his self- disgust burn him from the inside out with throbbing heat. He had no idea who he hatedmore at that moment; her or himself.

	And the worst thing; her little trick last night had left questions chewing at his mind evenin his sleep. Granger was...altering things, plucking away thoughts like dying petals and muddling them up for her own amusement.

	Whatthefuckwasshedoingtohim?

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	Hermione had batted her lids by the morning and felt blissfully rested and warm, if a little disorientated. With no recollection of actually falling asleep, she wondered when exactly Malfoy had left, but a quick glance at the clock had told her she was running late on her morning routine and she didn't have time to mull over it. She skipped her shower andsettled on a Scourgify to fake some freshness, before hurrying down to Herbology. Her classes passed by slowly, and she spent her lunch in the library with company in the form of a ham sandwich and her studies on Horcruxes.

	Another couple of hours amongst the creaking stacks and aisles after her lessons, and she decided to head back to her dorm. Thoughts of Malfoy invaded her as she meandereddown

	the empty corridors, dredging up memories of their heavy conversation last night. It hadbeen one of the most intense discussions she could ever recall having, and while she was certainthat she'd successfully managed to get through to him on some level, it felt like a hollow

	 

	
victory. He'd looked puzzled and lost, and it hadn't suited his striking features orhis demeanour at all.

	Too focussed on her blond houseguest, Hermione didn't notice the incessant hum aroundher head, nor did she notice the red blotch on the back of her hand until she reached for thedoorknob.

	She'dbeenstung.

	"Ohshit,"shewhispered,bargingherwayintoherdormandburyingherhandinherbag.

	She could feel it now; the venom rushing skywards and bubbling in her throat, triggering the anaphylaxis. Her wind passage was starting close up and restrict her breathing, and she sputtered and coughed as she frantically rummaged through the contents of her bag. Herhead began to throb and swell, and she could feel her knees buckling with fleeting energy as she struggled to suck in more oxygen.

	"Malfoy!" she wheezed out desperately, sinking gracelessly to the floor and dragging herbag with her, scattering her belongings across the floorboards. "Draco!"

	There went the remains of her strangled voice, as the fringes of her vision started to blur and her surroundings began to wilt. Distantly, she heard a door open, and a tall shadow lingeredat the edge of her view, but it was too distorted for her to make sense of it.

	That was how Draco found her; dangerously jerking with unstable heaves of her chest and a terror-wide stare. Common sense kicked in and convinced him that this was a reaction toher allergy, but he remained frozen to the spot for a long moment.

	He could honestly say that he considered turning around and leaving her for dead;shutting himself away in his room until the infuriating little Mudblood had choked on her last

	heartbeat. Maybe it would all stop then; her slow onslaught on his senses and thatbreakdown of his mind. Perhaps if she was eradicated and cut out of his existence, he could regain a

	senseofhisself,ormaybehewouldjustgoinsanethatlittlebitquicker.

	He moved before he could stop himself, hurling his body forward to land on his knees and sweeping his hands across her littered things. His eyes darted around for the illustratedtube, finally finding it tucked between the pages of a book. Swivelling on his kneecaps, he turnedto face the fading witch and held the shot up to her.

	"Granger," Draco snapped harshly. "Tell me what I'm supposed to do." He got noresponse; not even a flash of recognition in that golden gaze of hers. "Fuck."

	Fumbling with the cylinder, he examined the small set of images and tried to quash hisalarm in an effort to understand them. After the fourth inspection and a gargled gasp from his

	female companion, he gathered his nerves and shuffled closer to Hermione. He hesitated fora second before he leaned over her and parted her robes, his fingers slightly quivering as he started to tear away her buttons. He bunched the material up around her ribs and checked the shotonefinaltimebeforehestabbeditintoherside,justabovethehip,andpressedhis thumb against the tip.

	 

	
His reluctantly, panicked pulse thundered in his skull as he waited to see if his attempt had worked. With his other hand braced against her bare waist, he instantly felt her breathing pattern start to change. He kept his fist gripped around the syringe and his palm flatagainst her satin skin, his eyes intently roaming across her dazed features.

	Draco noted every detail of her fascinating face as the dubious seconds and minutes ticked away; from the rosy tint returning to her cheeks and the awareness seeping back into her eyes. He was close enough that his elevated breaths flicked at the loose hairs framing her face, and he couldn't halt the sigh when a throaty whimper escaped her lips and pushedinto his mouth.

	Ittastedlikesugarandsun.

	He swallowed it down as she blinked a few times, and he half-expected her to shove him away and scold him for being too close. But he should have known better than to predict anything Granger did, and instead he found her gentle palms either side of his face, her thumbs absently brushing his cheekbones. She looked up at him with exquisite, glazedeyes, and he didn't dare move to break the contact.

	"Thank you," she whispered tiredly, and he got another mouthful of her against his tongue. Hehadnoideaifitwastrue,buthewouldswearonSalazar'sgravethatsheleanedinfirst.
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	Itwasnothing.

	Barelyananything.

	Butitwasabeautifulnothing.

	Just a small clash of breaths and closed eyes as Draco's upper lip fell between both of Hermione's, and his tongue ghosted across her lower lip. Just a little connection of fleshand taste that lasted all of two clicks of the clock's quickest hand, before reality and cruelty shattered it.

	Wild, grey eyes snapped open, and Draco lunged away, ripping his face out of her hands like he'd been scolded; scrambling away from her with frantic movements. His chest was heaving with confusion and shock that burned his bones and pounded in his skull. He could hear her panting too, and his eyes went to the exposed skin of her stomach as that fucking lustytwitch by his groin hit him again.

	Everything was slowly coming back to him; sights, sounds, just everything beyond her. He glanced down and scowled at the empty allergy shot in his grip, and he hadn't even realised he's tugged it out of her as he'd pulled back. He chucked it away with disgust, blaming itfor dragging him into this situation. This vile and revolting situation.

	Howcouldhehaveallowedthistohappen?

	How could Grangerhave allowed this to happen? And why the HELL wasn't she moving ortalking?

	All that sliced the silence between them was their volatile and bewildered breathing. He could still taste her in his mouth; his top lip damp by her barely-there suck. He hastily dragged the back of his arm against his mouth, repeating it several times until thefriction started to burn.

	With a final horrified look at Granger, who was still frozen on the floor, he pulled himself up and stumbled into his room, only leaving the shrill slam of his door for her to remember himby.

	He would have happily sacrificed the entirety of the Malfoy fortune to put more than one wall between them, but it would have to do. At least he couldn't see her now, but histongue and nose still buzzed with her essence and scent, and he didn't know if he wanted to melt in the bliss of it or block his nostrils and tear out his own tongue to be rid of her.

	 

	
He was vibrating with anger and mortification; his face covered by his palms as stubborn flashes of her yielding lips and bare skin pulsed at the backs of his lids. A growl rumbled at the front of his throat and teased his tonsils as he tried to shove the images to the back ofhis brain, but they wouldn't shift; wouldn't leave him be. Merlin, he hated her. Hated himself.

	Hated every sodding detail of the events that had led to this humiliating anddegradingincident.

	Draco knew then that he'd gone mad. Funny though; he'd never felt morereal. And she'd tasted dangerously delicious.

	Fuck...

	.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.Hermioneflinchedbythebangofthedooranddraggedinashakybreath.Shewantedto

	fade away into the floorboards, or beg McGonagall for a spin of the Time Turner to erasethe incident from existence. The worst thing was she had no idea who had initiated their...thing; their demi-kiss.

	OhGod...

	She couldn't help but lick her lips and savour the leftovers of his taste; something close to citrus and masculinity, with a dash of peppermint. She could feel the warm remains of his palm-print against her abdomen, and she was certain she could still sense his weightleaning over her. Malfoy had returned to his healthier shape since she'd started cooking him meals, and he'd felt safe and sinful that close.

	Since the night of Bill and Fleur's wedding, when her and Ron had lost their virtues to each other in a clumsy tumble, she hadn't enjoyed any male company that could be considered remotely suggestive. All that she could really remember of that night was sweat-clumsy gropes and an awkward goodbye as he and Harry had disappeared to start the Horcruxhunt, and she'd been left behind with one-third of her heart and too many questions.

	AndbeforeRon?

	SomeinterestingkisseswithViktor,andsomeunfortunatelip-lockswithCormac.Great...

	She knew she wasn't the most feminine girl in Hogwarts, and she would have to undergoa completelobotomybeforeshewasanythingclosetoaconfidentandpromiscuoustart,but

	she still had needs and desires. She adored that pleasing sensation of intimate proximityand, Godric curse her for it, Draco had felt like a dreamy quilt of blissful sedatives that had

	 

	
numbed her brain in a wonderful way. It had been instinctive and impulsive; a reminderthat she still felt something other than despair.

	Butnow...

	Well, now she just felt like she'd betrayed everyone she held dear, including herself. Forthe supposed brightest witch of the age, she had just done the stupidest thing possible. She needed to get some air; needed to gather her thoughts, and it was probably best she head down to the infirmary to ensure her allergic reaction was completely medicated.

	There was a gloss of sweat across her forehead and above her mouth as she carefullypulled herself up into a sitting position, moaning as her weak limbs protested. She was trembling, although it could have been from either her allergy attack or Draco's lips; she had no idea. Her fingers flew to her shirt and frantically refastened the buttons, finding them still warm from his touch.

	Battling a shiver, she grabbed her wand and struggled to her door, thanking forgotten deities that her room wasn't too far from the Hospital Wing. Stumbling with difficulty along the lonely corridors, she weaved around the necessary corners and had the second shock of her afternoon when she found the infirmary bustling with activity. She froze in the doorwayand her eyes danced across the busy room, her confused gaze immediately falling to her blonde friend, perched on one of the beds.

	"Luna,"shecalled,dodgingtwothirdyearsasshenearedtheRavenclaw."What'sgoingon?"

	"One of the Herbology hives collapsed," she replied in her usual bored tone. "A lot ofpeople have been stung, although I think Dennis Creevey actually has a case of tychfil poisoning."

	Hermionedidn'tevenblinkattheoddcomment."Iseveryoneokay?"

	"I think so," Luna nodded, gesturing to the small rash on her forearm. "Madam Pomfrey'sjust finishing up with Laura Madley and I think I'm next."

	"Andhowmanyareafteryou?"

	"Those people over there," she mumbled, pointing to a crowd of no less than fifteenstudents. "I'm guessing the bees came into the castle because of the cold. Why are you here?"

	"Iwasbitten."

	AndthenIkissed...

	"Aren't you allergic to bee stings, Hermione?" the other witch interrupted herthought. "Yes, I was just-

	"Your lips look a little different," the blonde commented calmly, and Gryffindor'sprincess felt her blood burn her cheeks. "And your eyes are a bit glazed."

	Sheswallowedhard."It'sjust-

	 

	
"Oh, Miss Granger!" a new voice interrupted, and Hermione glanced up to find a rather flustered McGonagall approaching her. "There you are. Mr Longbottom said you would bein the library, the silly boy. Have you been bitten? Are you okay?"

	"I-Ithinkso,"thebrunettestuttered."Imean...yes,Iwasstung,butI-

	"Right," the headmistress interrupted, motioning for Hermione to follow her. "Come on,I'll double-check you now. Can't be too careful with your allergy."

	"I'll come and find you after, Luna," she whispered to her friend as she trailed behindthe older witch. "Professor, I need-

	"Sit on the bed, Miss Granger," McGonagall bade, pulling the curtain to seclude them."Now, where were you bitten?"

	"Here," she replied, showing the other witch the swollen skin between her knucklesand wrist. "But I-

	"And you managed to give yourself the allergy shot intime?" "No, I-

	"I'llhavetogetPoppyto-

	"Professor," Hermione whispered sternly, keeping her voice as low as possible. "Dracogave me the shot."

	The Headmistress' eyebrows rose high on her wrinkle-laced forehead, and Hermioneheard her murmur a quick silencing charm before she turned back to her. "Mr Malfoy?" she clarified sceptically. "You are certain?

	"Yes,"shesighed,shiftingherweightwithdiscomfort."He...hehelpedme."

	The eyebrows went a little higher. "Well," McGonagall breathed. "I must say I'mrathersurprised-

	"Maybe this is a good sign," Hermione said with rushed but uncertain optimism. "MaybeI'm getting through to him-

	"Miss Granger," she interrupted with a small frown. "I warned you not to get your hopesup concerning this...little project of yours-

	"ButI-

	"It's possible that Mr Malfoy didn't want to be blamed for anything that happened toyou," she continued with thick reason, and the younger witch's face scrunched up with doubt. "Nevertheless, at least you are well. Let me just check your hand."

	Hermione absently did as requested; her thoughts stealing her away as McGonagallinspected thebite.Shecouldrememberlittleaboutheranaphylacticshockbetweentheflutteringlevels

	 

	
of consciousness and the panic that had throbbed in her head, so she had no idea howexactly Malfoyhadfoundherorthespecificsofhiminjectingher.Allthatbatteredherbrainwas him and what had happened afteerwards...

	Godric.Godric.Godric...HaveIreallybeenthatstarvedofcompany?

	She would admit that her desire to alter and erase his prejudices had become somewhat of an obsession, but Dumbledore had seen something in Draco that was redeemable, and she saw it too now. Her loneliness didn't exactly help their predicament, and she had a feeling that ithad contributed to her fascination with the small changes she'd noticed in him recently. Those changes were only minuscule but she was fixated on them; fixated on him.

	Shecouldn'thelpit.Shecouldn'thelpthatshe'dstartedtokisshimback...

	She'd allowed herself to get steered by a breathtaking situation, and it would neverhappen again. Ever. She was still determined to break his brainwashed mindset, but she needed to keep her brain in check and remember herself. Malfoy was still Malfoy, and she had to maintain a sensible distance with him, even if his lips had felt like...

	...likewater-dampfeathers...

	Shewouldhaveneverguessedhewouldfeelsosoft.

	Hermione blinked when she realised McGonagall's mouth was moving. "W-what?"she stuttered, giving her professor an apologetic look. "I'm sorry, I didn't quite hear you."

	"I said that despite Mr Malfoy's questionable reasons for helping you," theHeadmistress spoke, concentrating on the younger witch's wounded hand. "I hope you thanked himappropriately."

	Hermione could barely manage a slow nod as she averted her eyes, silently deciding thather gratitude towards the spiteful Slytherin had been far from appropriate. "Yes, Professor."

	"I do have some news which might cheer you up," she offered with a rare grin, and theywere getting even rarer these days. "I received a letter from Nymphadora-

	"Tonks?"sheasked,herheadsnappingupwithinterest."Issheokay?"

	"She's fine as far as I know," the professor assured. "She's coming to visit for a couple ofdays to discus some safety measures for Hogwarts-

	"WillIseeher?Pleaseletmeseeher,Prof-

	"Calmdown,"McGonagallsighed."Shewantstokeepherheaddown,soshe'sstayingin

	The Three Broomsticks, and I'm happy to give you permission to stay with her for a coupleofnights-

	"Oh, thank you," Hermione smiled, relieved for this distraction in her otherwisetroublesome day. "Thank you so much, Professor. When is she coming?"

	 

	
"Next Thursday and she'll be leaving on Saturday," she explained, finishing up with Hermione's hand. "I expect you to attend all your classes, but I doubt you would havemissed them anyway."

	"Ofcoursenot,Professor."

	"Then I have no issue with it," the Headmistress said. "And I think it might...do yousome good to see her. You're looking a lot more troubled recently-

	"Wait," the younger witch frowned as Draco slipped back into her head. Lips. "WhataboutMalfoy?"

	"What about him?" she replied calmly. "You said yourself he spends most of the time in his room. If anything, I'm sure he will be pleased to have some time on his own, and I would recommend you make the most of this little break from him. I know that you must findliving with him difficult."

	Youhavenoidea,Professor...asoftoday,itjustgotthatmuchmoredifficult...

	"I guess," the brunette whispered, realising she had yet another secret, and this onewas possibly the worst. "Are we still going to Hogsmeade this weekend?"

	"Of course," McGonagall nodded. "I imagine many of your friends have asked you tobring things back."

	IonlyaskedMalfoy...

	"No,"shemurmured,sealinghereyestohideherguilt."Justtheone."

	.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	."Don'tyouthinkit'ssad?"

	Hermionearchedaneyebrowatherbright-hairedcompanion."DoIthinkwhat'ssad?"

	"That all those bees are going to die," Luna said quietly, adjusting herself in the librarychair. "Twenty-two people were bitten, so that's at least twenty-two bees."

	She offered her friend a weak but affectionate smile and privately thanked the prettyblonde for providing her with some level of a distraction. The library was cold and empty save two fifth years stashed away in the other corner, and the winter evening was starting to cast a

	navydarknessintothemuskyspace.SurroundedbyenchantingbooksandinLuna'sinnocent

	 

	
presence, Hermione found her tempestuous thoughts about Malfoy had calmed alittle, although she knew it was only temporary.

	"Don't worry, Luna, it's just a myth," Hermione told her warmly. "Only female Honeybeesdie after they sting, and Hogwarts only keeps Bumblebees."

	"Oh, that's good news," she mumbled, raising her head and trailing her lazy eyes overthe other girl's features. "Your lips still look different, Hermione."

	"Notheydon't,"thehazel-eyedwitchdefended."Theyarefine-

	"But your hand is all healed," she continued absently. "Perhaps you've reacted tosomething else a little stronger."

	That was the thing with Ravenclaw's angelic sweetheart; while her tone remained consistently bland, she would often mutter a seemingly innocent comment that wouldleave you feeling either enlightened or paranoid. It was definitely the latter in this case.

	"Ican'tthinkofanything,"Hermionerepliedstiffly."Doesitmatter?"

	"Only if it's bothering you," she shrugged, turning the page of her book. "Would you liketo stay in the Ravenclaw Tower tonight? I know you don't like to be alone when it's windy."

	It was a tempting offer. She'd been purposefully putting off returning to her dorm; to him,and here was the perfect opportunity to prolong that separation. This was where her Gryffindor

	courage became an impediment; stubbornly telling her that avoiding her own home was a cowardly option. Her commonsense also jumped in and reminded her that she would have to confrontthesituationeventually,andthelongersheavoidedit,themoreshewouldloseface.

	"No,it'sokay,"shesighedreluctantly."Ifinditdifficulttosleepinadifferentbed."

	"Okay," Luna agreed blankly, slowly packing up her belongings. "Well, if you changeyour mind, I'm sure you'd be able to crack the riddle."

	"Thanks.Doyouwantmetowalkyouback?"

	"I prefer the walk alone," she replied, rising from her seat and giving the Gryffindor along look. "I don't know what has made your lips look different, but it suites you, Hermione."

	The older witch couldn't stifle the flinch. "You're imagining it," she replied with forced nonchalance, unable to feel a sliver impatience towards the girl as she turned to leave.That paranoia was back though. "Goodnight, Luna."

	"Goodnight,"sherepliedoverhershoulderasshedisappearedamongsttheaisles.

	Hermione pursed her lips and would swear she tongued a whisper of Malfoy's fruity tasteas she did. Dear Merlin, this was hard. That barely-nothing-incident had turned her into a fumbling fool with dangerous thoughts that were too quick and wild to really grasp. The worst thing was, she had no idea if she would choose to eradicate it from her memory, or if

	 

	
all the confusion was worth the pleasant tingle inside her mouth. Had it even counted asakiss?

	"Oh, sod it," she whispered to herself, gathering her things and a couple of extra textson Dark Magic and Horcruxes before she left the library.

	The November winds would almost certainly discard her to sleep on the sofa again, and she highly doubted that Malfoy would be joining her this time. She wasn't sure how she feltabout that. While she was quite content to have as much distance from him as possible, the twonightsthatshe'dsleptnearDracohadbeenherlongestandmostrelaxingrestssinceHarry and Ron had left. She told herself it was simply because his company provided some level of security, but there was something hypnotic about his breaths in the night...

	She paused as she came to her room, realising she was shaking slightly and her heart was rattling loudly inside her ribcage. She inhaled until it started to burn and released the airas slowlyaspossible,nervouslyflickingherfingernailsandpracticallyeatingherbottomlip.

	"Godric, give me strength," she mumbled, offering the curious lions her password."AdLucem."

	With vibrating fingers and a lost heartbeat, she pushed open her door and found the room painted in darkness. Scanning the jumble of shadows warily and finding only familiar shapes and outlines, she made her way to her small kitchenette and concluded a hot chocolatewould ease some of her nerves. Assuming Malfoy was in his room and would be for the remainderof the night, she rolled her shoulders and allowed herself to relax. Silently igniting some of

	the candles, just to create a nice pre-slumber glow as she fixed herself the steaming drink,the witch was completely oblivious to the pair of serpentine eyes watching her every movement.

	Dracoobservedherfromthecouch,missingthedarknessthathadshieldedhimbefore

	Granger had brought a little light into the room. Typical. She hadn't noticed him, whichwas odd because he would swear she'd looked straight at him when she'd shuffled past the door, but then maybe it had been darker than he'd thought.

	Ensuring his breaths were quiet and steady, he openly stared at her back; starting at her jumbled mass of curls, and sliding down her spine to end at the feminine flare of her hipsjust visible under her robes. He'd intended to disturb her now; perhaps scare her and threaten her for his own amusement and to prove that his earlier slip meant nothing. That had been theplan, but yet again it simmered as a distant mist glossed his gaze as he studied the frustratingwitch.

	She tilted her head and gave the nape of her neck a slow rub before she slipped off her robes and tossed them onto the counter. He couldn't help but focus on the barely-visible bra straps beneath her white shirt, and he was just able to make out they were light blue. Simple and serene; typical Granger, but that spasm between his hips twitched again anyway. He left his seat carefully; slinking around the furniture and shadows with inaudible footfalls as heedgeda little closer to her.

	Perhapsifhecouldgetneartoher,hecouldinhaleenoughofherscenttoimitatehertaste...

	 

	
Catching himself and the dangerous thought, he reminded himself how repulsive she was with her inferior blood. An image of that Muggle book she'd insisted he read flashedacross his lids, but he shoved it away and planted a scornful sneer on his face, just to reflect how much he really despised her.

	And he did. Honestly; he did.Really. And she needed to know that.

	Slipping into the kitchenette, he was now close enough that he could touch her, andthe innocent little witch was oblivious until he scuffed his foot against the floor.

	Hermione spun around so fast she knocked her mug across the side, and sent it smashingand pouring to the floor with a loud crunch. Her hair was whipped across her face; caughtbetween parted and damp lips as her eyes blazed with stormy surprise. She was panting frantically as she stumbled back, and his hand darted out to grab her wrist.

	"Draco,"shegasped,tryingtopullawayandshieldherface."Whatareyou-

	But she was cut off as he grabbed her other hand and placed them sternly at her sides;backing her up until she was trapped between him and the counter. She felt panic bubble in her chest; not because she thought he would hurt her, but because he was too close. Her alarmed breathing was sucking in his drugging and masculine smell, and she found herbody swarming with heat as their proximity ached beneath her skin.

	She watched with wide eyes as he seemed to falter and pull away a little, swaying on hisfeet with small but seductive movements. The air was wedged in her throat as he towered over

	herwithhisfeaturessetinatensescowlandagrowlhumminginhiswindpipe.

	"I want to get some things straight," he snapped bluntly, and she jumped at his voice. "Ididn't help you because I give a shit about your life-

	"I-

	"Shut up," he hissed cruelly, gripping her wrists a little tighter. "I am deadly serious,Granger.I know how your pathetic little head works, and I am telling you now that it didn't mean a bloody thing!"

	"Then why did you help me?" she asked as effortlessly as she could, schooling herexpression into a controlled mask. "Why bother-

	"BecauseIbloodyhadto!"heshouted."IfyouhaddiedthenI-

	"Wouldhavebeenblamed,"shefinishedindisappointedtone."Exceptyouwouldn't.You

	have no magic, Malfoy. Do you honestly believe they would have pinned a bee sting onyou- "I think you and your precious Order would do anything to get rid of me-

	"Well,you'rewrong,"shebitbackquickly."Theywouldn't-

	 

	
"I don't care!" he spat, dipping his head a little closer. "I'm telling you here and now thatI don't give a flying fuck if you live or die."

	It shouldn't have hurt her, but it did. She felt something in her chest shrink and shrivellike burning parchment, but she did everything she could not to let it show.

	"You helped me, and I helped you," Draco continued crisply. "We're even, so let's just leaveit at that and return to hating each other."

	"Thenwe'rebackwherewestarted,"shesighed,hatingtheedgeofsadnesstoherwhisper.

	Draco blinked at her odd comment as a heavy and humid silence settled between them.Her little puffs of air were brushing across the skin of his face, and it was taking every stitch of

	his self-control not to glance down at her mouth. She felt so charmingly vulnerable andpetite against him, and he blamed it yet again on this claustrophobic hell and the remains of herbloodstillwaltzinginhisveins.Heneededtoseverthisdiscussionwithher;hecouldfeel that incessant and unwelcome hunger for a lick of her beginning to cloud his sanity again. He needed to get away from her...

	"We are done here," he snarled, releasing her wrists and striding towards his room. "And asI said, Granger; don't let that overworked brain of yours read too much into this."

	Hermione felt the cold wrap around her quickly as he headed away, and something niggledin her head as she watched the fine muscles across his shoulders flex. She wasn't satisfied with

	the way he had ended their discussion, and that Gryffindor bravery combined with herown curiosity was a dangerous mixture at times like these. The question jumped past her teeth

	beforeshecouldhelpit.

	"Andwhataboutwhathappenedafteryouhelpedme?"

	She knew her voice had wavered, but she didn't care as he stalled abruptly before he could reach his door. The air in the room instantly grew thicker and uneasy, and her fawny eyes were glued to him as he slowly turned to shoot her a fierce glare that took her breathaway.

	Looking somewhere between incensed and disturbed, she found herself yet again notinghis aristocratic and infuriatingly striking features. He really was so...

	"Nothing happened," Draco growled slowly, taking steps back towards her and pointinga rage-trembling finger at her. "Do you hear me, Granger? Nothing fucking happened-

	"Then I must remember things differently," she fired back, lifting her chin defiantly."BecauseI recall-

	"Shut the hell- "ThatyouandI-

	"Don't," he barked, close enough now that his senses were once again overpowered byher. "Nothing happened! And nothing ever will happen! So, you just shut your filthy Mud-

	 

	
"Mudblood mouth?" she finished evenly, tilting her head boldly to the side and foldingher arms over her chest. "I know I've struck a nerve with your prejudices against Muggles, Malfoy, so you can use that silly little word all you like, because I know you are starting doubt yourself-

	"You are so bloody stupid!" he countered, but there was a hint of hesitation there that he hoped she couldn't hear. "I loathe you and your kind, and you and your Mudbloodmouth have only proved to me how vile you all are-

	"Well, you kissed this Mudblood'smouth!" "NO, I FUCKING DIDN'T!"

	The flushed and agitated pair froze when their noses brushed softly; gold and silver eyesgoing round and confused. Hermione didn't dare move as his delectable little breaths fell into her mouth again, and that warm throb in her chest returned. Draco looked horrified and perhaps a little...fearful as the silence stretched around them, as he did everything he couldto smother that almost instinctive urge to steal another taste.

	Heclosedhiseyes.

	Yes;hehaddefinitelygonemad.

	Praise Salazar for the little spark in his brain that jolted him back to reality, and remindedhim who and what she was.

	Mudblood.Mudblood.Mudblood.

	He ripped himself too quickly and stumbled on clumsy feet, shooting her a look a pure contempt and bewilderment as his head spun. Granger looked a little too...inviting then;mouth slightly parted and a rosy blush staining her cheeks and the skin across hercollarbone. Too human. Too normal. Fuck, he needed to get to his room.

	"Nothing happened," he repeated between the panicked heaves of his chest. "Youunderstand, Granger? And if you ever need help again, I swear to you on my name as a Malfoy that I will watch you suffer and enjoy every second of it."

	Hisdarkandsteadywordsstabbedherlikeice-colddarts."Draco,I-

	"Just stay away from me," he threatened in a low whisper, retreating back towards hisroom. "Stay the fuck away from me!"

	AndHermionewasleftalone,guiltilywonderingifshe'dhavelethimkissheragain.

	On the other side of the door, Draco sank to his knees and cradled his aching head in his palms, cursing her to Merlin's grave and back for reducing him to this pathetic excuse fora wizard. With no magic and his sanity in a fragile state, he determined that this was lowest point of his life, and the worst thing was, only she seemed to ease the tempest in his brain.

	 

	
With that disconcerting notion misting his mind and another migraine coming along, he would have surrendered the flimsy crumbs of his pride for another taste of her; if onlyto chase away the demons that would make sleep impossible.

	Whatthefuckisshedoingtome?

	Andwhydidhehaveafeelingthatthingswouldonlygetworsefromhere?
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	Fuckinghell.

	Thiswashard.

	Sohard...

	Afterthelongestnightofhislife,duringwhichhehadn'tmanagedonesecondofsleep,he was basking in the morning sun seeping in through the window. He felt blurry today; still confused and agitated about the incident with Granger, and weary with insomnia. In arandom moment of spontaneity, he'd stripped away all his clothes to see if the cold air or the warmrays would make him feel more alive; more real, but he felt like a ghost.

	Aflimsycreatureonthecrestofreality,butnotquitethere.

	It must have been pushing into sociable hours because he could hear Granger starting to stir, and a pained cringe stole his face. This was what he'd been dreading and yet waiting for all night; his favourite part of his degrading routine. A sheer gloss of sweat broke out acrosshis naked skin as he listened to her move into the bathroom, and when he thought he caught a dash of her taste in his mouth, that sensitive spot under his stomach twitched. A-fucking-gain.

	Itwassohard...

	He tried to shove it away, but his head was too muddled to really resist the pull on his body.He heard, what he assumed, was her clothes thudding to the floor, and he gulped down athroaty swallow. Closing his sleep-deprived eyes, his imagination inflicted him withcolourful anddangerousimagesofher.Hesuccumbedtothemquickly;tootiredtoputupadecent fight and too captivated by the fantasies to ignore them.

	Hewashard...

	Having indulged in many a sexual fancy, this one was different; simple and without unnecessary exaggeration. In his head, Granger was exactly how she should be, with her mussed curls around her shoulders and a thoughtful expression on her familiar features. Her body...well, he had no idea if the image matched the subject, but he would guess he wasclose as his subconscious began to discard items of her clothing. He heard the shower start to run, and he inhaled a shaky breath as his hand shifted lower.

	He was too far gone to heed the Slytherin voice in his skull and realise what he wasdoing; and any whispers of doubt were kicked aside as the first of her bathroom purrs reached his ears. Keeping his eyes firmly shut and focussing on fantasy-Granger's lips, he grabbed the steel-stiff length below his navel.

	 

	
Merlin'sSoul...

	Draconeededthis.Heneededitbad.

	In his head, Granger was in the shower now, and he tightened his fist and began to pumpaway his tension. Weeks and months without this release let him know that he wouldn't last long, but he didn't care. He didn't give a shit that his head was full with forbidden thoughtsof her, or that his room was, as always, clogged with her addictive scent. It didn't matter that the witch was the catalyst to his lustful strain right now, nor did it matter that he made his

	fantasy-Grangerslipherhandbetweenherthighstoaccompanyhernextmoan.

	The image sent him over the edge, and a husky sigh-come-roar thundered out of his throatas the hot fluid splashed across his abdomen. His eyes fluttered open and fantasy-Granger simmered away from his mind, leaving him satisfied and panting like an Arctic fox who had snagged his prey or a mate. His heart was drumming against his ribcage as he tried to gather his wits; blinking away some beads of sweat tucked between his lashes.

	Thehighdidn'tlastlong,butthenitneverdid.

	And what was left behind was self-disgust that was physically painful. He wiped away the remains of his orgasm with a pair of boxers and turned over; curling up into a defeatedsemi- foetal position. He could feel the cold clawing over his skin now, but he didn't cover himself with the blanket. There was no excuse for what he'd just done, and the cold brought reality back that little bit quicker.

	The worst thing was, he had no idea if he wanted to slam his skull against the wall untilhis imagination tumbled out of his ears, or give himself another ride.

	He didn't cover his head with a pillow to block her out. He should have done, but hedidn't. Instead, he let her shower sounds numb his brain and distract him from the reality.

	He'd just masturbated to HermioneGranger. The Mudblood.

	"Fuck."

	He rolled over and grabbed the nearest thing to him; the Muggle book by the King bloke.He turned it over in his hands and analysed the cover for the hundredth time, recalling their discussion about prejudices and the trap he'd walked straight into. Curse her to the Veil and back, but it had made him think, if only for a moment.

	He had wondered how he would see her if it weren't for her dirty heritage, and now hewas doing it again.

	Doublefuck...

	.

	 

	
***

	 

	 

	.

	Neville had pretty much dragged her to dinner in the Great Hall, ignoring her protests and insistingthatsometimeamongstfriendswouldcheerherup.Apparentlythedistressabout

	her flashbacks of Malfoy's lips was scrawled blatantly across her face, as Neville usuallyleft her and her melancholy alone. He'd commented that she looked worse today, and she'd eventually agreed to join him and the others, reasoning that some lazy banter might distract her from the ugly truth.

	And an ugly truth it was; brokenly beautiful in an odd way though. LikeDraco. How could I have kissed him?

	She was sat on the outskirts of the small crowd, finishing a paragraph of an assignment that could have waited until later. She lifted her head and glanced around the group, moving her distant gaze across Ginny, Lavender, Dean, Seamus and to Neville at her side, frowningwhen she realised that someone was missing.

	"Neville," she mumbled quietly, keeping her voice low to avoid interrupting theothers' conversation. "Where's Luna?"

	"We noticed that too," he told her. "She disappears at lunch sometimes, and I don't thinkshe stays here at weekends either, you know. One of the fifth years said she saw her leaving the grounds last Saturday."

	"Wheredoesshego?"

	"I don't know," he shrugged. "None of us do actually. She must have permissionfrom McGonagall though."

	"That's odd," she sighed, turning away when one of the other boys said something thatcaught her attention. "What did you say, Seamus?"

	"I was talking about the rumours going around," he answered with a whisper, leaning in soonly the six of them could hear. "A lot of people think that Voldemort is going to infiltratethe Ministry soon."

	Hermione raised a sceptical eyebrow. "Rumours are sometimes just that, Seamus. Iwouldn't pay too much attention-

	"It could be true though," he insisted. "And if they get control of the Ministry, theyget control of Hogwarts, and we will all be fucked."

	"Emphasis on the if," she said calmly. "If McGonagall thought Hogwarts was at risk,she would have figured out an alternative location for us by now-

	 

	
"Who's to say she isn't thinking of that?" he shot back quickly. "And where else wouldwe go? My Mum said it could happen-

	"AndyourMumalsobelievedallthatrubbishtheywroteaboutHarryintheProphet,"

	Hermione reminded him, rising from her seat. "There are a lot of rumours going around atthe moment. Let's just stick to what we know."

	"Where are you going, Hermione?" Ginny asked, looking a little disappointed as thebrunette gathered her things. "You haven't finished your food."

	"I'm not that hungry," she offered weakly, giving her friend an apologetic look. "And Ineed to see McGonagall."

	"Well," the redhead continued. "If you like, you can pop up to the Tower tonight? Or Icould come visit you-

	"No," Hermione argued too quickly, cringing at the urgency to her tone. "No, my dorm isa complete mess. I'll try to come and see you later."

	She gave the other Gryffindors a polite nod before she turned away and left the GreatHall, calculating she had a good thirty minutes left to see the Headmistress before her lesson started. She walked with long and quick strides to McGonagall's office and muttered the password to let herself in, knowing the older witch usually stayed here during the dinner

	hour.

	"Miss Granger," the older witch greeted from her desk. "This is unexpected. Iseverything okay? You look a little down today."

	Malfoy...

	Hermione hesitated and settled in the seat opposite; pursing her lips in thought. "I'mnot sure," she murmured. "I guess I have some questions I need to ask you."

	"Very well," McGonagall nodded, leaning back and giving her student her fullattention. "What is bothering you?"

	"Well," she started awkwardly, wondering where to begin. "Seamus mentioned that therewas talk about Voldemort infiltrating the Ministry, and I was wondering if there's any truth tothat?"

	The witch tensed her mouth and exhaled a long and weary breath. "There have beentalks about that since Dumbledore died," she admitted carefully. "However, not much detail is known. All I can tell you is that it's a possibility."

	Hermionefeltsomethinginherchestsink."Andifitdoes?"

	"Then we will have to evacuate many of the students," she supplied with a sadtone. "Particularly Muggle-borns like yourself-

	"OhGod-

	 

	
"Try not to worry so much about it," McGonagall advised warmly. "As far as we can tell,the Ministry is holding fine against the Death Eaters, and we have precautions if the worst wereto happen."

	Hermione folded her arms around herself; suddenly feeling very cold and alone. A part ofher had always suspected that the Ministry could be effected by Voldemort, but it was easy to

	lose track of everything outside of Hogwarts when she was buried in her books orinvolved with confusing lip-locks with someone she shouldn't be.

	"I'm not having much luck with trying to figure out what the other Horcruxes are," she whispered with loud disappointment. "I've been trying to see if I can find a link betweenthe Diary and the Ring with any other objects that would make sense. And we know the Locketis one but we just don't know where the real one is and-

	"MissGranger,"theHeadmistressinterjectedherrant."Iamwellawarethatyouaretrying

	your hardest, as are Mr Potter and Mr Weasley. I'm sure it will come eventually. You mustnot get too stressed-

	"There'sgoingtobeawarsoon-

	"Wehavetechnicallybeenatwarformonths,MissGranger-

	"Well the final front then," Hermione clarified with frustration and unease. "I can feelit coming, and I don't know if we will find all the Horcruxes in time-

	"We are all doing our best to prepare," she interrupted again, giving the young witch a sullen look. "Hermione, there's only so much we can do. Remember that you are human, dear. You are doing brilliantly and I could ask no more of you. Please try not to get so stressed. Itwon'thelp."

	The hazel-eyed witch released a forlorn sigh but yielded to McGonagall's logic andsoothing words. It wasn't the first time she'd had a pseudo-panic-fit in the Headmistress' presence in recent months, and it probably wouldn't be the last. Most of the Order members and some of her fellow students had been subjected to mini-breakdowns as of late; it was only natural considering the current climate, and Hermione was grateful that her professor could always calm her volatile thoughts. Even if it was only temporary.

	"Do you feel better now, Miss Granger?" McGonagall asked. "Or do you haveanotherquestion?"

	"I have a thousand questions," she breathed, pausing to consider before a thought flutteredin her mind as she remembered what Neville had told her. "Actually, there is something I'm a

	little curiousabout." "Go ahead."

	"Neville mentioned that Luna has been leaving Hogwarts on the weekends," sheexplained, frowning when the Headmistress averted her eyes. "Can you tell me why?"

	 

	
"I'm sorry, but I can't," McGonagall said after a pensive pause. "I can confirm that Miss Lovegood does sometimes leave the premises at weekends, but she told me her reasonin strict confidence, and I assured her that I wouldn't tell anyone."

	"Issheokay?"Hermionequestioned."She'snotinanytroubleoranything?"

	"She's absolutely fine," the witch replied. "I can assure you that she is completelysafe." "Then why is she-

	"It's a personal matter," McGonagall finalised brusquely. "If you want to know more,you shall have to ask her yourself."

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	The Hogwarts pupils were scattered randomly around the library, squeezed between theaisles and shelves, and huddled a little closer than normal to fight the cold. They sky was already

	winter-dark at seven o'clock, and Madam Pince had lit a few extra candles and cast arather weak warming charm to accommodate the forty-or-so snug students.

	Hermione sat by herself in the dark corner near the restricted section; lost in a lonelybubble that silenced the surrounding noise. She tried to focus on the scribbled pages in front of her, but she couldn't stop thinking about Malfoy and what had happened.

	HowcouldIhavedoneit?

	Every method of distraction she'd attempted had failed and left her with itching lips andmore confusion. She wanted to know why and how it had happened, but she could hardly suggest a discussion about it with her Slytherin dorm-mate. What made it worse was she felt like

	everyone was staring at her, burrowing into her head and stealing her naughty secretand secretly despising her for it.

	Paranoiaissuchaparasite.

	But that wasn't even the worst thing. No matter how much she tried to reject the absurd notion, she couldn't help but think she'd been cheated in some way. It hadn't been a realkiss, and she felt like she'd missed out on some kind of conclusion or...climax.

	Itwaslikeshe'dbeentoHellandnotexperiencethelickofflames.

	She shouldn't have wanted to, but she really, really did. Her curiosity was getting the betterof her and she wanted more. She wanted...

	 

	
"Hermione."

	She started with a harsh gasp and gave the source of the interruption a sharp look."Merlin's grave, Michael," she mumbled. "You scared me to death."

	"Sorry," he chuckled casually in a way that made her think he wasn't sorry at all. "I wasjust wondering if you'd finished the list of duties for the prefects?"

	"Oh,"shebreathedabsently,shufflinginherbagfortherequestedlist."Yes...sure.Here."

	Michael Corner accepted the sheet of parchment and gave it a quick scan before he turned back to give her a concerned stare. "Are you okay, Hermione?" the Head Boy asked."You seem a little distant."

	"I'm fine," she shrugged, bowing her head to hide her uncertainty. "Is there a problemwith the rota?"

	"No,itlooksgood,"hereplied."Ijustthoughtyoumightlikesomecompany."

	"I'll be leaving in a minute," Hermione answered, trying to be as polite as she could,despite her foul mood. "Sorry, I'm rather tired."

	She made a mental note to apologise to Michael for her sour behaviour at a later date. She normally enjoyed a light conversation with the Ravenclaw, who had matured exponentiallyin the last year, particularly after he'd broken up with Cho. Initially, Hermione had beenextremely wary of working with him, having heard some rather unflattering comments from Ginny, but he was nice enough, if a bit too competitive at times.

	"It's no worry," he offered weakly, clearing his throat. "We need to organise a meetingto discus the Christmas dance soon-

	"Is that really necessary?" she groaned, slamming her book shut. "There are moreimportant things we should be thinking about than some silly little Ball-

	"I think McGonagall's just trying to keep spirits up," Michael reminded her. "Come on, Hermione. It wouldn't hurt to have a bit of fun at Christmas. The people here needcheeringup."

	"I guess," she sighed sceptically, packing everything into her bag and rising from herseat. "We can discus it in Hogsmeade this weekend then. Is that okay?"

	"That'sfine,"henodded."Wouldyoulikemetowalkyoubacktoyourdorm?"

	"No, don't be silly," she dismissed with a wave of her hand. "I think Terry and Anthonyare trying to call you back anyway. I'll see you Saturday."

	Hermione turned away before he could answer and stalked towards the exit, keeping hergaze low to ignore the looks of the other students. She would swear they were casting hersuspiciousglancesagain,andshehurriedawaywithaheavyheart.Despiteherdesireto avoid her dorm – or more precisely, the blond Slytherin who was lingering inside – her

	 

	
strides led her there anyway. She trembled with anxiety as she whispered the passwordand slipped inside; her nervous hazels scanning every inch of her quarters critically.

	As always, the room gave no indication of his presence, and she quickly concluded that hewas in his room. With a relieved sigh that any confrontation would be postponed for thetime being, she rushed towards her room with every intention of hiding away until morning, uncaring that it could be considered cowardly.

	She stopped short when three steady knocks tapped against the main door, and she releaseda startled yelp. Merlin, she was on edge...

	"Who is it?" she called, her voice waveringslightly. "It's Michael."

	She frowned at his insistence and fired a cautious look at Malfoy's room, wondering if itwas wise to have a visitor when he was supposed to remain unseen. "What do you want?" she asked loudly, keeping her eyes fixed on Draco's door. "I'm a little busy."

	"Youleftoneofyourbooksbehind,"theHeadBoyexplained."Areyouokay?"

	She grimaced and slowly headed towards his voice, casting a final glance over hershoulder before she cracked open the door; just enough to prop her head against the frame and keep her body hidden.

	"I was just about to have a shower," she lied when he gave her a puzzled look. "I'm inmy dressing gown."

	"Sorry," he grinned sheepishly, holding up the book for her to take. "Are you certainyou're okay, Hermione? You've been acting a little off today."

	She managed to force her mouth into an uncomfortable smile as she plucked her book out of his fingers and chucked it to land on her table. "I'm just really tired," she told him, closingthe door a little and hoping he would get the hint. "I think I'm going to have an early night, but thanks for bringing me the book."

	"Are you sure?" he persisted, and she fought hard not to get irritated withhim. "I'm sure," she said bluntly. "Goodnight."

	"Goodnight,then.I'llseeyouSaturday."

	Hermione released a haggard breath and rested her forehead heavily against the door,willing the oddly loud thuds in her chest to simmer. She knew that Michael's intentions had been completely innocent and her reaction had been too defensive, but she just felt like everyone was trying to corner her today and delve into her thoughts; her secrets, and she didn't want a soul knowing what she had done.

	"Whothefuckwasthat?"

	 

	
Herheadwhippedaroundsoquickshealmostlostherbalance,andherchestfeltreadyto

	tear open when her heart recommenced its wild pounding. She subconsciously retreateduntil her back was pressed up against the door, and she placed a hand over her heaving chest; fixated on him as he leaned against the doorframe with a thunderous expression. His features were contorted into a fascinating mixture of scorn and resentment, and something else that

	shecouldn'tquiteidentifythatmadeherbreathclogherthroat.

	"Why do you have to do that?" she gasped angrily once she'd found her voice. "Do youenjoy scaring the-

	"I asked you who that was," he spat between clenched teeth, and she noticed then howtense his muscles were. "And you'd better give me a decent fucking answer, Granger."

	She flinched as he pushed himself away from the wall and shifted towards her, with slowand calculated movements that reminded her of a wolf. She'd noticed that Malfoy had a defined

	grace and elegance that she couldn't help but admire and envy; as though every step was intentional and preplanned to be intimidating, or even seductive. She should have foundit disconcerting or unpleasant but, Godric forgive her, she couldn't help but be intrigued.

	"Areyoubloodydeaf,Grang-

	"It was just Michael Corner," she murmured, shrugging off her robes and heading tothe sofas. "He's in our year and-

	"I know who he is," he ground out, his tone still low and dark. "Dull Ravenclaw. Shit Qudditch player. His only redeeming feature is that he's a Pureblood. What did he wantfromyou?"

	"He was returning my book," she explained uneasily as he continued to near her; armsfolded arrogantly over his chest. "Why do you-

	"And why would that sad little prick think you would be meeting him onSaturday?" She raised her eyebrows. "You were eavesdropping?"

	"Just ANSWER the fucking question!" he demanded harshly, slamming his palms againstthe back of the other couch. "Why would you be meeting him?"

	"Whatbusinessisitofyours?"

	He clicked his jaw and shook his head, like he was catching himself before he didsomething foolhardy. His storm-cloud eyes flickered between her and the floor while he chewed his

	tongue and seemed to gather a few soothing breaths. She studied him closely anddampened her lips with a flick of her tongue, waiting nervously for his response.

	"It's my business when he's inviting himself here," he answered carefully. "If he saw me,he could go shitting that information to anyone-

	"Hedidn'tseeyou-

	 

	
"Andifyouplanonslaggingitaroundthen-

	"HOW DARE YOU!" Hermione screamed, rising from her seat and marching towardshim. "You have NO right to talk to me in that way-

	"I can talk to you however I want," he countered calmly, craning his neck to loom overher. "If you don't tell me, then I'll draw my own conclusions-

	"Thisisridiculous!"shehissed."ItoldyouIwasgoingtoHogsmeadethisweekendand-

	"And you're going with that?" he growled, as though the notion revolted him and left asour taste on his tongue. "So you are fucking that repulsive piece of-

	"Oh, for Godric's sake, Malfoy!" she shouted, oblivious to how close they were withher frustration. "Michael and I are the only people going because we're the Heads!"

	His mouth snapped shut with an audible clap, and she felt like he was stripping her with his glareashiseyesdartedoverherface.Sherealisedhowclosehewasthen;closeenoughthat

	his breath stirred some of the hairs by her forehead, but she didn't move despite everyinstinct screeching at her to do so.

	Rememberwhathappenedlasttimeyouwerethisclose...?

	If he was bothered by their proximity, he didn't budge, and she would swear thatsomething close to relief washed across his pale features. He tilted his head slightly and dropped his shoulders, and the room seemed to fill with static as his earlier rage dissipated.

	"You're telling me that useless dickhead is Head Boy?" he drawled sceptically. "Whata fucking joke-

	"He's actually very good," she argued, noting his upper lip twitch as she spoke. "Are wedone here, Dra...Malfoy?"

	He frowned at her mistake, and the witch tried to hide her embarrassed flush with little success. She turned to leave, but his cold grip coiled around her wrist before she couldget any distance between them.

	Justshovehimaway...Tooclose...

	"What now?" she asked, refusing to look back to him. "I have answered your questionsand put up with enough of your-

	"I'm not finished," he muttered, clenching her arm a little tighter. "I have anotherquestion." She scoffed. "I see no reason why I should-

	"Whydidyoumakemefoodthismorning?"herushedoutwithobviousqualms.

	Hermione blinked to herself and slowly twisted her neck to give a confused look."What- what do you mean?" she mumbled. "I always make you a meal in the morning-

	 

	
"I thought after our fight last night," he said reluctantly. "That you wouldn'thave- "We fight everyday, Malfoy-

	"Lastnightwasdifferent."

	The room felt like a vacuum, and Hermione would swear she actually felt the air being dragged out of her lungs. Draco's eyes looked softer then; like milky smoke, and she was completely fixated on them. After his infuriated rant and outright denial of theirdemi-kiss last night, his words had completely thrown her. They both knew what he was referring to when he'd said different, and it crackled between them like dangerous flames; too hot to touch but too powerful to ignore.

	Thekiss...

	"I wouldn't have you go hungry because of...that," she broke the silence awkwardly."That would just be cruel-

	"Itwouldbenormal,"heargued,andshewatchedwithdisappointmentashisfeatures returned to the bitter and sharp scowl she knew so well. "And I'm sure you want to lectureme with some tedious Gryffindor moral about kindness or some shit but I really couldn't give a

	fuck-

	"You asked me the question," she protested, tugging her wrist free from his hold andwalking away from him. "I'm going to bed. Goodnight Malfoy."

	Draco clenched his fists as Granger disappeared into her room, wondering what the hell had caused him to act so pathetically. It was humiliating and unacceptable, and he blamed her forit wholeheartedly. From the moment she had infected him with her muddy blood andswamped him with her scent, everything had deteriorated, specifically his mind. Now, hewas beingsubjectedtohauntingfantasiesofher,andtemptedbyalmostkissesthatlefthim feeling both revolted and yet...starved.

	It was breaking his brain into disturbed little fragments that made him question himself,and how far he was willing to go before his inappropriate craving for her taste was sated.

	The rage he had felt when that sodding Ravenclaw had turned up had been viciousand explosive, and he had physically quaked, but he had no idea why.

	It'snotjealousy...

	Justrage.Possessiverage,maybe.

	His luxuries and stimulants were limited in this prison, and her taste and scent hadsomehow become some of those...needs, and he would not share them with anyone beyond that door. While his taste of her had been brief, it was his now, even if he never wanted it again for the sake of his dignity. And he didn't want to touch her again. Really, he didn't, but if Michael twatty Corner thought he was entitled to a lick of Granger, he was fucking mistaken.

	 

	
He didn't understand his dangerous emotions towards her, nor did he like them, but theywere powerful and almost instinctive, and impossible to ignore.

	He stormed back to his room and silently pleaded with Salazar that he would be rid of his...obsession with the Mudblood soon. It was degrading and mind-sucking, and he fearedhe would act on it.

	Iwillnotactonit...

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	The wind was screaming like tortured toddlers tonight, and Hermione was convincedher clock was lying.

	If it really was three in the morning, then she had been staring blankly at her ceiling forfour hours and that just wasn't healthy. She had secluded herself in her room and adamantly refused to leave, amusing herself with finishing every essay that was due from now until Christmas. That had lasted for three hours, and since then she'd tried desperately to manage some sleep, but it was all in vain.

	Anditwasn'tthewindtonight...

	No matter how hard she tried to eradicate Malfoy from her mind, she couldn't; be it stubborn flashbacks of their pseudo-kiss or just general musings about his behaviour. She foundherself fascinatedbyhimasmuchasshetriedtorejectit,andshe'dnoticedhe'srefrainedfrom calling her Mudblood for a while. A month in his presence had effected her and she found

	herself more determined than ever to tackle his prejudices, although she couldn't helpbut wonder if it was now for selfish purposes.

	She wanted him to view her differently, and she was fairly certain he was startingto. At least she hoped he was.

	She sat up and rubbed her face with her palms, wondering if her interest in him wasreally appropriate or healthy. Probably not.

	A shiver chased up her spine and she grabbed her wand to renew her warming charm whena thoughtstoleherattention.ShehadthreeblanketsandmagictobattletheNovemberchill, but what did Draco have? He'd only been supplied with one blanket...

	Whatifhe'sfreezing?

	 

	
She realised then that she cared, when she really shouldn't have. She knew it was inher nature, but this was something else; a genuine concern for his comfort that left her questioning when she'd started to actually care.

	She left her bed and wrapped herself in her bathrobe, trying to decide what exactly shecould do. The options were simple; chose to ignore it and let the cocky prat deal with it himself, or yield to her desire to provide him with some warmth.

	"WhatthehellamIdoing?"shewhisperedtoherselfasshecreptlightlyoutofherroom.

	With at least two minutes of hesitation outside his door, she swallowed away her nervesand angled her wand in its direction.

	"Alohomora."
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	DearGodric,whatamIdoing?

	Hermionegrimacedasthedoorcreakedopenalittletooloudlyforherliking.Shepushed

	somemagicintoadimLumoscharm;justenoughtodiscernbistreshapesandoutlines.The

	air seemed colder as she shuffled nervously inside, and she bunched the fabric of herdressing gown at her chest as her eyes settled on the bed.

	She paused her footfalls. She could hear them now; sleep-slurred protests andelevatedbreaths.

	Draco was having a nightmare, and as she stared a little harder, the glow from her wandcaught a silvery sheet of sweat across his forehead. His features were creased and pained,and the vulnerability she saw then was absolutely breathtaking. He looked...beautiful, and it made her chest burn. She blinked away her trance when he writhed under the covers and released a distressed grunt.

	Getagrip,Hermione...

	She continued towards him warily, and gazing with a fascination she couldn't censor. Something about his thrashes and squirms sent wonderful little tingles to her fingertipsthat bade her to touch him, but she resisted.

	Hemusthavebeencold.Shecouldseehewaswearingonlyavesttocoverhistorso, although it was hard to tell if he was shivering or quaking because of the inevitabledisturbing images tumbling around in his head. With a hesitant frown, she shrugged off her robe and Transfigured it into a thick blanket. She edged anxiously closer to drape it over him and accidentally caught his frosty skin. She froze when he flinched at her touch and a sleep-slurred mumble passed his dry lips.

	"Ihavetokillyou...otherwise,they'regoingtokillme."

	Hermione gasped and her eyes darted up to his face to find it contorted with anguish. He looked like he was being tortured, and she felt her stomach twist with concern and care that shouldn't have been there. She leaned over and studied him closely, forgetting the chill foramoment.

	"Draco,"shewhisperedbeforeshecouldquestionherself."Draco,it'sme.Wakeup."

	If anything, his throaty growls became worse, and she carefully raised her hand to restagainst his damp forehead. The moment her skin touched his, smoky and wild eyes snapped open.

	Hermione barely had time to release a startled yelp as he grabbed her writs and pulled her down; flipping them so she was trapped beneath him and straddling her hips. He waspanting

	 

	
heavily with confusion and the aftershocks of his nightmare, and he loomed over herwith bared teeth; close enough that some of his hair tickled her brow.

	"Draco," the witch breathed, unafraid of the slightly unhinged look in his eyes. "Calmdown. It's me."

	His features barely softened, but she felt the grip on her wrists give, and she quickly liftedher hands to his face. Her palms rested either side of his head as she brushed her thumbs over his cold cheeks. He didn't tear away as she'd expected, but then he looked completely out of it; tired and tipsy with exhaustion, but still jittery.

	"It'sokay,"shesoothedsoftlywithstokingfingers."It'sokay."

	His lids drifted lower so his eyes were thin and almost hidden, and his breaths calmedagainst her face. He'd stopped shaking, but she kept her hands against his cheeks, willing him to

	wake up completely. He swayed a little with unbalance before his distant gaze darted back down to hers. His eyes were misty and absent as he slowly lowered himself, andHermione would reluctantly admit that she didn't even consider protesting as his mouth caught hers.

	While their first demi-kiss had been light and questionable, this connection felt heavy and firm. There was desperation between their mouths, and Hermione couldn't stop herselffrom giving up more when he licked her lower lip. She matched him with some small but bold sucks, and their wet sounds mingled for twenty thuds of her heart before they paused. He dropped his forehead against hers and kept their lips almost touching as Hermione fought hard to ignore the thunder of questions trying to burst out of her ears and chest.

	She slowly opened her eyes and found that Draco still looked half-asleep but blissfullycalm. She savoured the remains of his peppermint taste and kept as still as she possibly could.

	"Granger..."hemumbledsleepily,asthoughhewasn'tsureifitwasher.

	She didn't dare move as he slowly eased himself off her and settled to the side. She watched him intently, searching for any indication that he was horrified or even aware of what they had just done. He sealed his eyes and gathered the blankets back around him, andHermione shifted to make her exit, but a sleepy murmur made her falter.

	"Stay."

	She blinked and turned to face him, wondering if she had misheard his plea, but he looked completely dead to the world. Had she imagined it? Hell, had she managed the wholething? She wanted to stay...

	Againstherbetterjudgement,shetuckedherselfunderthecovers,andtriedtoignorethe

	voice at the back of her skull telling her that this foolhardy decision would smack her inthe face come morning. She put a fair bit of distance between them, hopelessly reasoning that

	this would make things better. She made herself comfortable and cast a quick warmingcharm as her own exhaustion kicked in.

	 

	
Her eyes lingered on his face as her lids fluttered, and just before she succumbed to herown dangerous dreams, she brought her fingers to her still-thrumming lips and released a sweetsigh.

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	Dracowasvaguelyawareofmorningbirdsashestartedtobreakawayfromsleep.Some

	sliver of his subconscious told him that this was the first morning in a while when rainhadn't been hammering against his window, but it was the odd texture of his pillow that made his eyes finally drift open.

	Whatthe...

	His cheek was cushioned under Granger's curls, and then he remembered the dream he'dhad last night. It had been a welcomed change to his usual nightmares of murdered wizards and towers; a kiss with Gryffindor's Princess. It was a blurry memory without specifics, as mostof his dreams were, because it had only been a dream. Just a dream.

	Oddthough;hislipsfeltalittlesensitivethismorning.

	He raised his bewildered stare to his bedside companion and secretly decided that herdelicate and charming features were easily the best thing he'd woken up to in the long months he'dbeen hiding. She looked bloody alluring, almost surreal; only a breath away with tousledtresses surrounding her relaxed face. His weary eyes fell to her slightly swollen mouth and hewondered...

	Don'tbesuchafuckingidiot.

	Ifhe'dthoughthisroomhadbeenheavywithherscentbefore,hewaspracticallydrowning in it now, and it was delicious. He was contemplating whether or not to touch her; wonderingifhisfantasieshadbecomeafull-fledgedhallucination,butherambereyesslowlyflitted open before he could. They simply stared at each other for a long minute; her lookingslightly embarrassed and him with a suspicious glare.

	"Whatareyoudoinghere,Granger?"hebrokethequiet,steelinghisfeatures.Hewatched

	her with glassy eyes as nerves seemed to spark in her head and she dragged in a shakybreath."Granger-

	"I..." she started quietly. "I thought you might becold." He frowned at her answer. "What-

	 

	
"I brought you an extra blanket," she explained with a wavering voice. "And...and youasked me to stay."

	He scoffed, but a foggy flashback shattered his concentration. That pesky little dream of his suddenly seemed more like a memory. He shoved the disturbing notion away and wasabout to argue that he would never have asked her to stay, but her next mumbled confession made his brain disconnect.

	"I...Iwantedtostay."

	His black-ice eyes widened a fraction and scanned her features quickly before a lustyimpulse he couldn't deny overtook him. He grabbed her with strong hands and kissed her hard, rolling his body atop of hers and realising their position felt wonderfully familiar. Her hands toyed with his neck as he poured himself into her mouth; all his frustration and anger falling past

	her lips as he gorged on her taste. She met him with equal and perfect indulgencethat tempted his hands to get lost in her hair.

	A feminine sigh tickled the back of his throat and he pushed harder into her, relishing her body heat and the feel of her beneath him. She whimpered, and the sound reminded himof those addictive showers of hers that sent blood rushing south. But the flicker under his stomach felt too real now; too alive, and it brought him crashing back to the frosty reality.

	He snatched himself away from her with a furious growl and sat at the edge of the bed; hunched over with angry vibrations crawling up his spine. He felt every muscle flex across his shoulders and down his arms as he balled his fists and rested his head against his knuckles. This was a new level of humiliation and self-disgust; possibly the pinnacle inthis fucked-up little tug-of-war between he and her. He certainly hoped it was thepinnacle...Possibly...

	He heard and felt her weight shift on the bed, and he willed her to leave before his temper caught up with him. He could sense the anger, at her and himself, sizzling behind his eyes like volatile embers that were ageing into flames. He could feel that she was off the bed,so why the hell couldn't he hear her leaving?

	"Draco-

	"Just leave," he rasped out coldly, keeping his head bowed. "Leave me the fuckalone- "But I-

	"I TOLD YOU TO BLOODY LEAVE!" He stood with a rapid snap of his body andwhipped around to confront her with a grave sneer carved into his face. "NOW-

	"NO!" she shouted back, straightening her back defensively. "I want to talk aboutthis- "There is nothing to discus!" he argued. "Nothing happened-

	"You are so pathetic!" the witch accused with a trembling finger pointed at him. "Why doyou have to deny that this is real-

	 

	
"BECAUSE IT ISN'T FUCKING REAL!" he roared with conviction. "Nothing thathappens in this prison is real-

	"Whatareyou-

	"It's all false!" he continued. "This arrangement is shitting all over my brain! I wouldNEVER lower myself to touch you if it weren't for this head-fuck bullshit that I am being forced to

	livein-

	"The circumstances areirrelevant-"Bollocks!"

	"Youarestillincontrolofyouractions!"shefiredangrily."Andthesooneryouacceptthat-

	"And what about your actions, Granger?" he questioned in a sinister tone. "Howdoes sleeping in the same bed as a Death Eater fit in with your pro-Mudblood crap?"

	Herscowlhardened."Iblameilljudgementandamomentofinsanity-

	"ThenIblameyouandthatoldbitchformyinsanity!"heyelled,pausingforamomentto

	narrow his eyes suspiciously. "Is this some sick little plot of yours, Granger? Are you andthat shrivelled hag doing this on purpose?"

	"Whatthehellareyoutalking-

	"I'm talking about you and McGonagall!" Draco ranted with a slow snarl. "Do you havesome piss-poor plan? Seduce the Death Eater and get some information on Voldemort with a little

	effectivewhoring- "Fuck you-

	"I'm sure that was part of the plan," he hissed bitterly. "Screw me, and then blackmail mefor some revealing pillow-talk-

	"Youarebeingridiculous!"shehuffedimpatiently.

	He hesitated and bared his teeth. "Yes, it is sodding ridiculous," he growled. "I'm sureeven McGonagall has noticed you have the sexual appeal of a shit-smeared Troll!"

	Hecaughtthehurtthatflashedinhereyes,andalmostregrettedthatcomment.

	"There is no plot," she said after a sad silence. "You can believe what you want, but all Iever wanted was for you was to realise that Muggle-borns are people. That I am a person."

	He remained still and willed his features not to soften with uncertainty. He had no ideaabout other Muggle-borns, nor did he really care; all he knew was her. And she was definitely a person; a character with traits and emotions that he didn't always understand, but couldn'thelp but be fascinated with. She was a person who was swapping around preconceptions in

	 

	
his skull and making him question what had been bred into his bones. She was a personwitha kiss that lingered and burned...

	"I'm leaving," she mumbled, turning on her heel and heading for the door. "But I want you to consider this, Draco. If I was a Pureblood with exactly the same personality, would you beso quick to discard what happened this morning?"

	BeforeascoldingremarkcouldrolloffhisGranger-flavouredtongue,sheyankedopenthe

	door and slammed it with her exit, leaving him confused and cold. Her question rolledaround in his skull, alongside his thoughts on the King book and everything else that he'd started to question since he'd landed in this inescapable hole.

	Would he be so quick to ignore their kiss if she was aPureblood? No. Fuck no.

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	Stashed safely away in her room, Hermione choked on a stubborn sob despite her bestattempts not to. It wasn't so much his insulting remarks that had pushed tears past her lashes, but more so her reaction to them. She shouldn't have cared about his opinion of her;should've been more than used to his biting words but, by Godric's grave, that had hurt. She would

	swear she could feel little puncture-wounds in her chest, and she hated him for ruininga moment that had felt...well...nice. Blissful even...

	She guessed she should be grateful for that really; at least one of them had had the senseto break the contact.

	But why did he have be such a bloody bastard about it? Why did he have to makeeverything so hard? And why the hell had it happened in the first place?

	WhyamIdoingthis?

	It was simply an accident...although could incidents still be considered accidents whenthey were repeated? Possibly not.

	She stroked away her tears with trembling fingertips and sniffed away the scratchy feathersin her throat. A quick glance at the clock told her it was barely six in the morning; too early for classes, but she needed to get out of this room. She dressed herself as quickly as she could in somecomfyclothesandherrobes,andsprintedoutofherdorm,tryinghardnottoglance backatDraco'sbedroomdoor.Shechargeddownthehollowanddarkcorridorsuntilshe burst out of the castle and into the cold dawn.

	 

	
It was stunning; a wonderful sky of pinky greys and navy shades that should have stolenher breath, but her mind was far too distracted to pay it any attention. She cast a quick warming charm when she noticed how thick her breath was, and wandered across the quiet grounds until she found a fractured-looking tree that was iced with frost.

	Shecollapsedamongstitsrootsandleanedheavilyagainstthetrunkashertearsbeganto leak down her cheeks again. She could openly sob here without a care for nosy stares, butshe still felt like a fool.

	She had to face the facts, even if they were completely shattering and wrong. If she wasthis affected by Draco's harsh dismissal of her this morning, then clearly she felt something towards him; be it compassion or something else. She couldn't recall feeling this rejected

	since Ron's short-lived relationship with Lavender, but she ignored the dangerousconnotationsthatcamewiththatthought.Perhapsshewassimplythistroubledbecause Draco was the only person she had spent a considerable amount of time with since Harryand Ron had left. Perhaps.

	She'dgraduallydroppedherguardaroundhim,andithadcomebacktocrushher.

	Perhaps it had been foolish of her to settle into an almost-comfortable routine with Dracoand assume that his attitude towards her would change, but she had hoped...

	She had hoped for them to becomesomething...different..."Hermione."

	She was too drained to be startled, and she slowly craned her head to give the familiar voicea confusedlook."Luna,"shesighedastheyoungblondenearedher."Whatareyoudoinghere?"

	"The sky is beautiful," she supplied quietly, kneeling opposite Hermione. "It's also thebest time of the day to see Ceffyls. Why are you up so early?"

	"I needed some air," she sighed tiredly, quickly rubbing away any remainders of hertears. "What are-

	"Yourlipslookfunnyagain,"Lunainterjectedcalmly."Anotherbeesting?"

	"What? Yes. I mean no," Hermione stuttered clumsily, trying to regain some composure."No, it's nothing to do with bees. I think it's a reaction to something else."

	"Whatwouldthatbe?"

	"I'm not sure yet," she shrugged, raising her inquisitive fingertips to see if her lips feltany different. "Clearly, it's bad for me."

	"I think it suits you," Luna grinned to herself, her eyes fixed on nature's light-display tothe East. "Looks like you might be having a stronger reaction this time though."

	"Whatdoyoumean?"

	 

	
"Well, your cheeks are flushed this time," she told the older witch blankly. "And youreyes look a little glazed-

	"That'sprobablyjustthecold,"Hermionedefendedweakly.

	"No," the Ravenclaw shook her head. "It's something else. You look very pretty by itthough,Hermione."

	Sheofferedherfriendaweaksmile."Thankyou,"shemumbled.

	"I heard you're taking a trip to Hogsmeade on Saturday," Luna said slowly, andHermione watched the first golds of morning dance over her friend's face. "With Michael, yes?"

	"Yes,"shenodded."Wouldyoulikeanything?"

	"Would you mind getting me some Liquorice Wands fromHoneydukes?" Hermione frowned. "I didn't think you liked them?"

	"Idon't."

	The brunette cocked her head to the side and observed her companion slowly, notingthat Luna herself looked a little different. While the pretty blonde's eyes were striking, yet

	normally absent, recently they seemed to hold that curious twinkle of a girl with a secret.A good secret.

	"CanIaskyousomething,Luna?"

	Ravenclaw's angel slowly twisted her head to give Hermione her full attention. "Ofcourse," she replied. "I'll try to answer."

	"Some of the others have noticed that you aren't here at the weekends and some otherdays," she told her carefully. "Where do you go?"

	If Luna was phased, she didn't show it. "I didn't think that people would notice myabsence." "Oh Luna," Hermione grimaced. "You know we care about you a lot. Of course we would-

	"I didn't mean it in that way," she interrupted as a slight twitch toyed with her mouth."People tend not to notice others' behaviour so much in times of War. It's only normal. I'm actually

	quitetouchedthatanyonehasrealised."

	"Sowheredoyougo?"shepersisted."Ifyouareinanytroublethenwecanhelpyou."

	Luna released a soft giggle and Hermione raised her eyebrows. "I am fine," theyounger witch said. "I am very well actually, but I'm afraid I can't tell you where I go."

	"Whynot?"

	 

	
"It would not be safe for the other party involved," Luna murmured, her expression turning thoughtful and almost concerned for a second. "I'm sorry. It would be too risky to tellpeople, and it's not only my secret to tell."

	WhileHermioneunderstoodLuna'sreasoningandrationalisedthatshehadnorightto demand knowledge of secrets when she was concealing a Death Eater in her dorm,something in her friend's voice had her intrigued.

	"You care about this other person?" Hermione questioned hesitantly. "You must if youare willing to take these risks for them."

	"Aren'twealltakingrisksthesedays?"

	"I'mjustworriedaboutyou,"shecontinuedwithasadtone."ThisWar-

	"Sometimes, Wars can bring good things," Luna said as she got to her feet. "They canteach people to hold on to what feels right, even if there are risks involved."

	Hermione stared at her friend as she made her way towards the castle, and tossed Luna's parting words around in her skull. As always, the blonde had left her feeling somewhere between bewildered and enlightened, and wondering if Luna commanded one of her imaginary creatures to spy on her at night. She turned her head to give the half-risen Sunan appreciative gaze and gathered her limbs closer around herself as she huddled under the withered Oak.

	She needed to concentrate on her tasks for the Order and toss aside these hopefulthoughts about Draco. It was inappropriate and completely naïve, no matter how tempting it was to analyse it in her head.

	Butitwastoohardtoignore.

	She was late for her first class after a stubborn daydream managed to mist her mind, andshe cursed her brain for letting him slip in. Again.

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	For two days, he successfully avoided her by remaining secluded in his room, except for bathroom trips and to grab the warm meals she continued to leave for him. He guessedshe was also doing her best to steer clear of him, and that would have been fine, if he wasn't starting to lose his grip on reality.

	Itwasn'ttheclaustrophobiathistimeeither.

	 

	
No, he could feel the change in his blood and bones. It was a craving; perhaps just forhuman interaction, or perhaps specifically for her. It throbbed in his veins and made his muscles spasm with unhealthy jerks. He'd broken out in cold sweats, shivered until his spine had felt like snapping, and had almost vomited. It felt like withdrawal, but maybe the cold weatherhad simply caught up with him.

	The only medicine seemed to be a desperate wank to the sounds of her showers, but thenthat only lasted for thirty minutes in his day-long Hell.

	He'd been awake for a few hours now, waiting for her usual purrs to ease the strain in hisbody. If he had to guess by the place of the Sun, it was broaching the afternoon, whichmeant that another weekend had oozed into his stay with her.

	He remembered then that Granger had told him she was heading to Hogsmeade with that Ravenclawfucktard,andhefeltfuryflickerunderhisflesh.Hischestfeltreadytocavein

	from the sheer weight of his sudden and powerful anger, and when he finally heard hermove to the bathroom, he couldn't chase away his volatile thoughts to relish her as he usually did.

	Instead, suspicious and unwelcome images of her pruning and preparing herself to meet that joke of a wizard hammered in his head. The idea exaggerated itself and he gnashed histeeth, as wave after wave of disgust rocked him. His fingernails pierced the skin of his palms as he clenched his fists, and he didn't dare move until she had returned to her bedroom for ten minutes before he heard the main door close with her exit.

	He was on his feet in a heartbeat with seething breaths steaming from his mouth and pupil- blackened eyes. He started with the closet and the desk, chucking them onto their sides and kicking them until wooden shards were decorating the floor and the furniture was dented beyond recognition. He worked on the bedding next, tearing it into a tattered mess offabrics and pillow-feathers that did nothing to soothe his temper.

	With a final roar of jealousy-powered rage, he grabbed the chair and hurled it at the window, only to watch it explode into a rain of splinters. He eyed the charmed and unscathedwindow bitterly as he sunk to the floor amongst the littered remains of his outburst, and rested hisback against the foot of his bed. He stayed there for hours, battling cruel imaginings of

	GrangerenjoyinghertimewithCorner.

	In his lonely heap on the bedroom floor, he came to a conclusion that quaked his core.Either Granger was wrong, and he had every right to despise Muggles and Mudbloods for their inferiority, or if Granger was right, as she so often was, then he had been a brainwashedbastard...

	Herwordsfromtheirpost-kissargumentthrobbedinhisbrain.

	All I ever wanted was for you was to realise that Muggle-borns are people. That I amaperson.,,

	You are still in control of youractions... I wanted to stay...

	 

	
Whatifshewasright?

	Whatifithadallbeenfornothing?

	Whatifhe,andallhisfamily,werewrong?

	Then...then maybe it was okay for him to want to touch her, but why the fuck shouldshe allow it?

	Ifshewasright.

	Hedidn'thaveacluewhattobelieveanymore.

	He remained still for hours and hours. The thoughts swarmed around in his head tooloudly for him to realise that she had returned, that she was knocking on his door, or even that she was calling his name.

	That was how Hermione found him as the day turned to evening; slumped in a defeated position, surrounded by a self-made chaos. Her wide stare scanned the wreckage with confusion before her eyes were drawn to Draco in the centre of the room, and she felt aglitch in her chest. She could see he was shivering, yet he was making no attempt to warm himself, and his eyes were eerily absent and unfocused. His vulnerable and distorted shape instantly reminded her of the night she had found him mid-nightmare, and how it had led to two forbidden kisses.

	The concern came so naturally to her as she dropped her bag and rushed to his side,sinking to her knees and grabbing his face between her frosty hands. A flash of recognition and life flashed in his grey gaze and she sighed in relief as her thumbs instinctively stroked his paleface.

	"Draco,"shewhisperedclosetohislips."Lookatme,Draco.What'swrong?"

	Heswallowedloudlyandliddedhiseyes."HowlonghaveIbeenhere,Granger?"

	Hermione blinked in bewilderment but quickly added up the dates in her head. "Just overfive weeks," she offered after a moment. "Thirty-seven days, I think."

	"Itfeelslonger,"hemumbled.

	"Why did you trash your room?" she asked quietly, taking back one of her hands toremove her wand from her pocket. "Draco-

	"I don't know," he blurted, and she felt him relax a little more into her palm. "I don'tknow." "I'm going to clean up the mess," she told him as she flicked her wand. "Stay still, okay?"

	He didn't respond as all the evidence of his tantrum slowly started to rectify itself around them. He wondered if there was some irony there; Granger fixing something he had demolished for a reason he couldn't quite understand, but his brain was too laden withdoubt

	 

	
to pay the thought any heed. Instead, he just studied her features, searching once againfor any indication that she was inferior but, once again, he found none.

	Notatraceofanythinghecouldhate,nomatterhowhardhetried.

	"You're cold," she commented, bringing her attention back to him. "Letme- "No," he said without his usual bite. "I'm fine, Granger."

	She frowned but didn't argue, knowing better than to aggravate him in this instance. "I gotthe things you asked for," she told him, summoning her charmed bag. She swished her wandagain, and Draco watched with half-hearted interest as his drapes and bedding were replaced with rich green fabrics, and his requested selection of sweets landed on his repaired desk. "Draco, what's wrong? Why did you trash-

	"Itoldyou,Idon'tknow,"herepeatedquietly."Ijustdid."

	"You don't look very well," she murmured, bringing one of her hands to his forehead."Let me get you some-

	"Don't," he stopped her, clenching his eyes shut. "Just...don'tgo." "Draco, you're worrying me-

	"Whyshouldyouworryaboutsomeoneyoucan'tstand?"

	Hermione tilted her head to catch his eyes. "I told you I don't hateyou- "You should," he told her firmly. "You should loathe me."

	"Well I don't," she argued calmly, shuffling a little closer to him. "Maybe I should, but Ican't- "Then how do you feel about me now, Granger?"

	"That question again?" she sighed, setting her hands in her lap and averting her gaze. "Idon't know, Draco."

	"DoyouthinkIamevil,Granger?"heaskedbluntly.

	"You're not evil," she assured him without hesitation. "You have just been...mislead.You're human, Draco, and you've made mistakes, but I can't hate you for that."

	He lifted his head and released a shaky breath. "I should hate you." "Should?" she echoed with a puzzled tone. "As in, you don't anymore?"

	"Idon'tknow,"hemutteredsoquietly,shewasn'tsurehe'dsaiditatall."Iam...confused."

	His reluctant confession was flimsy and questionable, but she found herself feeling encouragedbyhisdoubt.Thathopefulsparkthatshe'dbeensodeterminedtoignore

	 

	
blossomed in her chest before she could help it. This was what she had wanted; somevoiced confirmation that he was starting to question his prejudices.

	It teased her Gryffindor courage and she slowly shifted closer to him again, boldlysettling herself between his legs and resting her weight against his chest. She expected him to

	instantly reject her brazen gesture, but he didn't even flinch as she rested her head against his shoulder. He remained completely still and unresponsive, but she felt inexplicably safethere; warm and comfortable in a forbidden moment that lulled her into a sleepy state.

	"This doesn't mean anything," she heard Draco murmur by her ear, possibly more tohimself. "It doesn't."

	"Iknow,"shewhispered.

	Draco was painfully aware that this was far too intimate and undoubtedly wrong, but after two days of denying his craving to be this close to her, he was too absorbed now to pushher way. He knew in the morning he would come to regret this lapse in judgement, but he couldn't resist the drugging effect she had on him.

	It was barely eight o'clock, but sleep stole Hermione quickly, and Draco followed hera moment later with a disturbing realisation that things were changing.

	Hewaschanging.
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	I am so sorry...I know I warned you that it would be a little longer but still...gah...Ireally am very sorry...

	Ohbytheway,thankyousobloodymuchfortheamazingresponsesincemylast

	chapter! I just...I have no idea how to thank you...Seriously...It's the highest amountof reviews I have ever received for a chapter (except the final chap of Hunted) and I just want to track you all down and snog you senseless! Love to Ethereal Essence for reviewing every chapter and big shout out to the lovely people who added me on facebook and have been so fucking wonderful (you know who you are! And you're all bloody brilliant!).

	Hope the chapter was okay? Rather interested to know your thoughts on thebeginning section...hmmm...Read and Review please! And sorry again for the delay...

	Bex-chan
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	See the end of the chapter fornotes

	 

	 

	Hermionecouldneverrecallfeelingsowarmandcontent.

	She released a lazy hum as the rhythmic falls of a masculine chest lulled her back tothat wonderful purgatory between sleep and reality. A tasty smell of peppermint and sinful Slytherin tickled her nose, and she blinked away the remains of a blissful dream as she remembered where she was.

	Judging by the heavy breaths toying with her hair, Draco was very much ignorant to the world, but his arms must have snaked round her during the night, and she couldn't helpbut push her body a little more into his. He felt so good wrapped around her like this, and she wanted to absorb as much as she could before the inevitable denial and arguments came.

	Frowning with that thought, she realised it was probably best she leave before he stirred,if only to save them both the embarrassment and hassle.

	Unsure why, but unable to resist, she craned her neck to plant a lingering kiss against hisjaw line, before carefully removing herself from his hold.

	The absence of his touch left her feeling neglected and cold, and as an afterthought, shepulled down one of Draco's blankets to cover him. With a final sad look, she turned toleave, oblivious to the set of grey eyes slowly opening behind her.

	Draco brought his fingertips to where her lips had been, and stared at her back as she left him alone. A random idea stole his brain, and he silently eased himself up, just managing to the catch the door before it closed behind her. He poked his head through the gap and strainedhis hearing ability to successfully catch her password.

	Lutra,lutra?

	He had no idea what it meant, nor did he care; he just felt satisfied that things could be alittle fairer now. If she was so bloody eager to wander into his room whenever she liked, now he could do the same. He told himself it was purely for tactical purposes, but as he raised his fingers again to his Granger-grazed jaw, he couldn't help but wonder if there were darker motives to his prying actions.

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	 

	
After a light lunch and a trip to the library, Hermione had returned to her room tofind Hedwig pecking at her window.

	Hermione read the letter again, and her smile widened. The envelope had been addressed solely to her, so she hadn't tracked down Ginny this time. After weeks of nothing but disappointment and fuel to her ever-growing pessimism; finally there was a light in the darkness. The note was scrawled in Ron's familiar and clumsy handwriting, but thewords were bold and clear across the parchment.

	Wefoundit.It'sdestroyed. Searching for the others.

	Imissyou.

	R&H

	There was no question about what 'it' was. They had found the locket. Her curiosity aboutthe details would have to wait; she knew it was far too risky for Harry and Ron to provide herwith too much information. But for the moment, she didn't care, they were one step closer to defeating Voldemort and ending this War.

	Imissyou.

	Her broad grin creased into a sad frown as a spell of guilt hit her hard. Visions of her recent…activities with Draco waltzed across her conscious, and she realised, with a cringe,that she hadn't once considered how her behaviour would affect her friendships with theboys, specifically Ron. The details of her relationship with him were complicated to say the least,and she guessed she should blame them both for never having a civilised conversation about

	thesubject.

	While she didn't regret losing her virginity to her best friend, it had been made perfectly clearto her that that was all she and Ron ever would be. Friends. There had never been anypassion between them; just crushes and curiosity that had now been, for her, sated. She loved him dearly, but she wanted that lust that she'd heard so much about; that burning throb inside your soul that made you crave someone's touch.

	And that someone just wasn'tRon. But Draco…

	Draco had this…intensity with everything that he did, and it made something behind her navel tingle. The sensation was new and foreign to her, and she had no idea if she couldcallit lust or simply intrigue, but it was different and exciting. It encouraged her to interact and watch him, and in the safe solitude of her showers or her room, sometimes she couldn't help but imagine…

	She shook her head to chase away the risqué thoughts and reminded herself that she hadjust received some promising news.

	 

	
Priorities,Hermione...

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	After two days of awkward glances and an obvious reluctance to address the night spent in forbidden arms, Hermione was beginning to realise she quite missed Draco's company. She was still struggling to really identify what she truly felt for her Slytherin housemate, but she had done her best to ignore her curiosity, and instead focus on her Horcrux research. Butshe couldn't deny her interest in him, nor could she really figure out why she desired to spend

	timewithhimwhenalltheyseemedtodowasfight.

	Perhaps it was because she could see him slowly dropping his defences, or possibly because the arguments reminded her that she had some fire still thundering in her bones. Hell,maybe she just enjoyed the spasmodic little flutters that crowded her gut whenever they wereclose…

	It was Tuesday, meaning she would be leaving in two days to visit Tonks, and she neededto tell Draco. Smothering her anxiety and steeling her courage, she slipped out of her room,

	urgedonbythewindsslashingthenight,andtappedlightlyagainsthisdoor.

	"Why do you bother knocking?" Draco's voice called from inside. "You will come inwhetherI say you can, or not."

	She found a little smile toying with her mouth as she used her wand to unlock his door, and she licked her dry lips before padding her bare feet over his threshold. He was sitting onhis bed; shoulders hunched over and elbows resting against his crossed legs, while one of her books lay discarded near his feet.

	"What do you want, Granger?" he asked, barely offering her a sidewaysglance. "I wanted to talk to you about something-

	"Andyoudecidedthatthreeinthemorningwasthebesttimetobringitup?"

	"I've been busy," she lied, carefully easing herself down to sit at the foot of his bed."And we're both up, so I figured-

	"Spititoutthen,"hesaidtiredly."Iactuallyplannedongettingsomesleeptonight."

	"Okay," she sighed, hesitating as she tried to select her words. "On Thursday, I shallbe staying in Hogsmeade for a couple of days-

	 

	
"What?" he blurted. His head snapped up at her words, and a violent sense of dread seizedhis chest. The thought of her leaving him alone in this sanity-starving hole made him feel sick to his stomach, and an itchy shiver clawed its way up his spine. "What the hell do you meanyou'll be leaving for a couple days?"

	"Well, I'm visiting someone," she explained, nervously tucking a an unruly curl behindher ear. "I will leave you enough food and-

	"Are you going with that Corner prick?" he hissed quietly, fixing her with a fierceglare. "Romantic fuck-fest for the Heads at The Three Broomsticks?"

	Hermioneflinched."No,that'snot-

	"I suppose I should be grateful that you're not denting the headboard in your own room,"he continued viciously. "And if you have to slag it around-

	"Draco, stop it!" she barked with offence and the shadows of tears scratching at her eyes."I'm meeting a female friend for Godric's sake! Why do you always have to do that?"

	His mouth clapped shut as he willed his stormy thoughts to simmer, and he wondered whyhe'd found his rant necessary. He considered the possibility that she was bluffing to saveface, but he doubted Granger was capable of lying; and in a world rife with deception, he found

	her honesty ratherrefreshing. "I'm sorry."

	The words were rushed and tumbled past his lips before he could stop them, but for a brief moment, he thought the charming softening of her features might be worth his error. Theway she looked at him then, like he was worth something more than the pitiful mess he felt, made that incessant craving to touch her tickle his fingertips.

	"I'm sorry that I won't be here for a couple of days," she said before he could retract his comment, and he found himself weaving his fingers to keep his hands busy. "I willarrange some way for you to contact me if there's anything you need-

	"I am perfectly capable of surviving two days by myself," he scoffed quickly, but the ideaof her not being around to chase away the boredom made his soul ache. "It's a bloody shameyou don't fuck off more often."

	"Maybe-

	"You have been a lot more…cheerful recently," he commented suddenly, givingher suspicious stare. "It's annoying."

	Hermione frowned and wondered if her reaction to Ron's letter had been a bit moreobvious that she'd thought. "What makes you think I'm happier?"

	"It's written all over your face," he said with a roll of his smoky eyes. "And if I'm guessing right, this friend that you are meeting is one of your Order lot. Would I be right inassuming that your side is doing well, and that is to blame for your good mood?"

	 

	
"YouknowIcan'tdiscusthatwithyou-

	"Why not?" he countered. "I'm hardly going to walk out the front door and spill allyour secrets to the manwho wants me dead."

	Hermione exhaled wearily and swivelled her body to face him. "I just don't think weshould talk about it-

	"I'm sure everyone else is talking about it," he muttered thoughtfully. "Why should we beanydifferent?"

	"Because we are different, Draco," she told him, somewhat sadly. "Weare- "On different sides," he finished for her, bowing his head to hide his eyes.

	Hermione tilted her head, confused about the trace of melancholy in his tone. He looked troubled tonight, as though a horde of questions were streaming across his brain and he had no idea which one to answer first. She could see the muscles of his face were strained in an attempt to keep whatever was brewing in his head hidden from her, perhaps even from himself. That rare bearing of vulnerability was there again; in the subtle twitch of his lipsor the anxious flicks of fingers, and she wondered when she had learned to read him so well.

	"Different sides," she repeated in a solemn tone. "You still consider yourself one ofthem,Draco?"

	Thatwasthequestion…

	He swallowed away the clot of angst in his throat and bit down hard on his tongue. It wasthe question he'd been asking himself since he had been forced to run from Voldemort; for how could he truly be part of a side whose leader wanted him rotting in a shallow grave? The question had grown louder and dominant since Granger had started to invade his senses.

	Everything was monumentally fucked up, and she seemed to be the only steady and, darehe think it, good aspect of his pathetic pseudo-life as a prisoner. He may detest the way he reacted to her and yearned for her company, but there was no denying her presence soothed his fractured soul.

	Salazar,forgivemeforthat.

	But he couldn't help it. She was the first and only person to make him challenge the beliefsthat had been engraved into his skull. How could he realistically follow the psychopathicideals of that creature when he'd put a price on his head? How could he really believe that Muggle-borns were inferior when Granger was the brightest witch to stumble into Hogwarts for decades? How could he…How could he pretend that those prejudices still made sense,no matter how bad he wanted them to?

	"Don't you?" he asked her absently, removing his bare arm from under the blanket todisplay his Mark. "Doesn't this make me one of them?"

	 

	
Hermione frowned at the ugly and twisted blemish on his snowy skin and was surprised to findthatitdidn'tbotherheranymore;notonhimanyway.Perhapsitwastheslightlysofter

	edge to his voice tonight, or the defeated slump of his shoulders, but she felt like pushingthe boundaries with her struggling companion. She shuffled a little closer and carefully reached out to stroke her fingers across his still-healing flesh, and felt encouraged when he didn't immediately snatch his arm away from her.

	"ThatMarkdoesn'tdefineyou,"shesaidgently,catchinghisconfusedeyespurposefully.

	"The same way my blood does not define me. You define who you are, Draco; youractions and your thoughts-

	"And if I don't know who I am?" he questioned, his voice quivering slightly. "What if Iam…lost?"

	A scary bout of affection soared in her chest. "Then just do what feels right," sheurged eagerly. "And the rest will follow."

	Draco's brow creased and his distant stare fell to her calming fingers, still softly teasingthe sensitive scar on his forearm. Just when Hermione thought he was beginning to absorb her words, he snorted and pulled away from her too-tempting caresses.

	"You Gryffindors are so quick to seek the good in people; to assume people can change,"he scorned with questionable mirth. "Some people are beyond change, Granger-

	"Notyou,"sheprotestedquickly."Notyou,Draco."

	Doubt flickered in his ashy glare, but she could see he was determined to resist hertonight. "You should go," he told her, nodding his head towards the door.

	She contemplated telling him that she wanted to stay; to surrender some of her pride andadmit that she felt safe with him, and that she'd never slept better in her life than when shehad been locked in his arms. But the prospect of him laughing in her face and rejecting her made the cold scratch across her skin, and she decided not to push her luck. Leaving hisbed, she headed out of his room, but paused in the doorframe.

	"They're just labels, you know," she mumbled, keeping her back to him so he wouldn'tsee the first tear roll down her cheek. "Slytherin, Gryffindor. Pureblood and Mudblood. They don't dictate how we should live our lives."

	Behind her, Draco fought hard to ignore the quickening thuds against his ribcage. As she disappeared, he glanced down at his Mark again, and could still feel the lingering tinglesfrom her touch. He felt so alone at that moment; almost aware that the flimsy remains of his stubborn prejudices were starting to shatter and crumble under the weight of her words. He knew that her absence, even if it was only for a couple of days, would do damaging thingsto his muddled brain.

	As if to confirm that he had finally yielded to the somewhat blissful beginnings ofmadness, hewaitedanhourbeforehecreptsoundlesslyoutofhisroom,andfoundhimselfoutsideof

	 

	
her door. He toyed with the thought of murmuring her password and slipping inside, buthe had no idea what he intended to do.

	You pathetictwat…

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	"Michael and I agreed on the eleventh of December for the Christmas ball," Hermione explained. "I know it's a little earlier than usual, but you mentioned that you might havesome problems with the transportation for some students this year."

	"Yes, that's true," McGonagall nodded. "I've decided it's wise to send small groups of students home for the Christmas holidays over a week or so, just in case. I'm not sureusing the Hogwarts Express is a good idea either, but there are alternatives. The eleventh workswell."

	Hermione sighed and rubbed her eyes. "Do we have to continue with thischarade, Professor?" she asked wearily. "It seems silly to have a ball when we are at War-

	"You know I want to keep spirits up," the headmistress said evenly. "Hogwarts is acting asa haven for now, and I would like the students to feel safe here-

	"Butthey-

	"The eleventh is fine," the older witch hushed her. "Classes will finish on the tenth, andthat provides myself and the other professors with two weeks to ensure everyone gets home safely. Are you staying here, Miss Granger?"

	"Yes," she replied a little sadly. "I've told my parents that I'm staying at the Burrow. Theystill don't really know much about what's going on, and I'd like to keep it that way."

	McGonagall creased her brow. "Have you given any more thought to that memory charmyou discussed with me?"

	"It's a last resort," Hermione told her professor quickly. "I don't want to use it unlessI absolutely have to."

	"Well, let's just hope that things don't come to that," she sighed. "On a more positivenote, I've heard from Nymphadora, and she is expecting you when you are ready."

	Hermione's stressed features instantly brightened with that information. "I can't wait tosee her," she confessed. "Do you need anything else from me? Or can I-

	 

	
"You are more than welcome to go now," McGonagall offered with a warmexpression. "Would you like me to get Professor Slughorn to escort you?"

	"I'll be fine," she assured quickly, rising from her seat. "I need to head back to my dormfirstanyway."

	"Very well," the headmistress nodded. "I shall see you in Transfiguration tomorrow then.AndI expect you to be at the Christmas ball, Hermione."

	Great.

	"Okay,"shenoddedreluctantly."I'llseeyoutomorrow,Professor."

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	Hermione anxiously drummed her fingernails against the wall next to Draco's door. She had been lingering in the same spot for close to five minutes now, wondering why she was so concerned about her parting words to her blond guest. Since their reasonably intense conversation, she had kept her distance, deciding that she had once again probablysurrendered too much of her hope to him. But he had been so human…practically bleedinga level of vulnerability that had left her with trusting heart-flutters and a whole new batch of emotions that she didn't understand.

	WhatifIam…lost?

	She could have cried for that comment. His customary arrogance had momentarily melted away to show her that perhaps all of her efforts hadn't been in vain. Maybe she hadnourished that seed of doubt in his mind enough that it was finally starting to blossom…Or maybe she was getting ahead of herself. His flash of decency had diminished so quickly, she was beginning to wonder if it had happened at all.

	"Is there a bloody reason you're loitering outside my room?" his voice disrupted herthoughts, muffled through the tick wooden door.

	Taking a deep breath, she pushed it open and found him, once again, casually sitting onhis bed with one of her books in his lap. "Sorry," she mumbled. "Am I interrupting you, or-

	"Yes, because I have so much on my plate," he said snidely, rolling his eyes. "What doyou want, Granger?"

	"I'm leaving for Hogsmeade now," she told him. "I have prepared enough food for you tolast the two days-

	 

	
"Sod off then," Draco spat coldly. "What were you expecting, Granger? A fuckingfarewellparty?"

	"I wasn't expecting you to be so angry," she murmured, taking some steps towards him."AndI certainly don't know why you're angry."

	Neitherdidhe.

	"I'm not angry," he defended quickly. "I just don't understand why you found it necessary to barge in here again and bore me with your shit again. You told me you were leaving theotherday."

	"Yes,butI-

	"Are you done?" he snapped. "I might have sod all to do, but I'd rather do it withoutyouhere."

	Hermione sighed and turned to rummage in her charmed bag, in which she had stored allof the belongings she would need for her stay with Tonks. After a couple of shakes, she removed a small snow-globe containing a miniature replica of Hogwarts Castle inside, surrounded by fake snow. Draco arched an eyebrow as she rested the little object in her lap and stroked the glass thoughtfully before she caught his eyes.

	"I've charmed this," she said slowly. "If you shake it five times, it will set off an alarm onmy clock. I've extended the wards too, so if you try to leave, that'll also set the alarm off."

	He shouldn't have really been impressed with Granger's magical abilities, but once againhe found himself with an unwelcome sense of admiration for her. He scowled away any

	semblance of respect that could have betrayed him, and released a haughtyscoff. "I don't need-

	"It'sjustaprecaution,"shestoppedhim."Incaseyoufallandbreakyouleg,orsomething-

	"Wishful thinking there, Granger?" he said with an easy smirk. "You haven't lined thedorm with traps, have you?"

	Hermione'slipstwitchedintoanalmost-smile,andsheedgedforwardtoplacethesnow-

	globe next to Draco on the bed. The flash of humour that had suited his features so wellfaded away as he eyed her dainty item with distaste and pushed it away from him, and Hermione wanted very much at that moment to touch him. The temptation had hit her so quickly and suddenly that she flinched, clenching her hands into tight fists in an effort to ignore the tightening of her stomach.

	"You know, Draco," she mumbled uneasily, frowning when her voice hitched. "I couldmake other arrangements. If you don't want me to go, you only have to say."

	Don'tgo…

	 

	
"If you have no more pointless toys in your little bag of tricks," Draco growled. "Then Isee no reason for you to still be here, Granger."

	She was certain he could see the disappointment behind her lashes, but it quickly turnedinto irritation. "Fine," she said brusquely. "If you insist on being so bloody cold all the time-

	"I wasn't expecting you to be so angry," he repeated her earlier words condescendingly."Was there something else you wanted, Granger?"

	"No," she huffed, swiftly rising from the bed. "I just don't understand why you have tobe such a bastard all the time-

	"Hey!" he shouted, standing up and grabbing her wrist. "What the hell were youexpecting, Granger? Some gratitude for this poxy ornament when you're leaving me alone in this sodding prison-

	"I am learning to expect nothing from you!" she fired back, bringing her face close to his. "Just when I think you might have a shred of decency in you, you go right back to beinga selfish prick!"

	"Whatthehellareyoutalking-

	"The other day," Hermione reminded him in a quieter voice. "When we were talkingaboutsides-

	"You read too much into things," he growled defensively. "Did you ever think that maybethis place is just screwing with my head a little-

	"Not as much you'd like to think," she retorted, swallowing when she realised how closethey were. "Why do you have to put on an act when I am the only person who sees you?"

	He parted his lips but hesitated to say anything. There was something familiar in hergolden eyes that reminded him of the day she had kissed him in her allergy-stricken haze. It was

	there between her anxious blinks; a spark of courage amongst a storm of nerves, and hefelt her lean into him. He clenched his eyes shut and debated allowing it to happen; tempted to just to drop all his defences, and let her do whatever she wanted. This was his only opportunity to get a final dose of her; that forbidden fix, before she left him alone with his demons. They had grazed lips before, so what difference would one more taste make?

	But when her warm breath ghosted across his chin, it dragged Draco back to reality, andhe hastily shoved her away before she could touch him. He sneered viciously at her as she stumbled, but the venom in his features was forced and practised; simply a mask to cover

	how disorientated he felt. Granger, on the other hand, had no time to hide her humiliationand surprise; her movements jerky and her eyes misted with hurt. Draco was a heartbeat awayfrom screaming at her to leave, but she whirled around and fled before he could even draw ina breath.

	TheslamofthedoorricochetedaroundhislonelyroomliketheclapoftheWizengamot's

	hammer.Thuswashissentence;twodayswithonlyhisshadowforcompanyandwondering

	 

	
what he would do without her presence to chase away the damningsolitude. He should have let her kiss him…

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	Thecoldairmadehertear-soddeneyessting.

	Hermione's walk to Hogsmeade was a rushed one; plagued with the realisation that shewas beginning to feel things for Draco that were far from normal.

	The first time she had kissed him, she had been woozy and dazed; acting on acommanding impulse that had been too much for logic to repress. But her attempt to catch another taste

	just moments ago had been different. She had wanted to lean in and test her luck. It hadbeena conscious decision, that had resulted in her feeling rejected and completely mortified. The thoughts in her brain were muddled and mangled into a catastrophic mess, and she had no

	ideawheretoevenbegindealingwiththem.

	As The Three Broomsticks came into view, she sleeved away the evidence of her cries andtried to gather her composure. At least the excitement of seeing Tonks would drown some of her questions about Draco, and she managed a half-hearted smile as she entered the familiar inn. A few of the usual punters were scattered around, but she barely noticed them as she caught Madam Rosmerta's wise eyes. The older witch offered Hermione a knowing nod and discreetly passed her a key across the bar, and she wasted no time in rushing to see herfriend.

	"There she is!" Tonks beamed as Hermione barged into the room. "I thought you mighthave lost your way."

	"It's so good to see you," she gushed, rushing in for a hug, but faltering when she spottedthe slight swell of Tonks' stomach. "Oh, Tonks! You're starting to show!"

	"Meet the bump," she said with playful grin. "And I'm warning you now that I am going through the craving stage, so if you see me huddled in the corner clutching a marmiteand jam sandwich, just ignore me."

	Hermione smiled, but couldn't quite manage the laugh that would have normally come so naturally with Tonks' humour. An image of her encounter with Draco, when his lips hadbeen barely a breath away, danced across her lids and left her mouth dry and her heart heavy.

	"Are you okay, Hermione?" Tonks asked. "You look a bittroubled." "I'm fine," she lied quickly. "I just miss Harry and Ron."

	 

	
"Of course you do," she nodded sympathetically, giving the younger witch a warm smile. "But at least you have some friends here who you can talk to. How are things atHogwarts?"

	Hermione couldn't help butflinch.Complicated…

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	Dracoscowledintothedarkness.

	Itwaslate,andtheglowofthemoondidn'treachthewindowlesslivingroomwherethe

	silence was ringing in his ears; a loud reminder that she wasn't here. Her scent was startingto fade, the dorm felt eerily hollow, and all he had done for the last several hours was stare at

	thefuckingsnow-globe.

	All he had to do was rattle the ugly little thing, and she would return, and he could steala taste of her, as he should have done before she'd left.

	He lunged at the magical ornament and hurled it at the wall with a loud roar ripping his windpipe. He watched it shatter before he turned on his heel and marched towardsGranger's room with elevated breaths. Mumbling her password, he instantly calmed as he greedily inhaled the air in the room.

	DefinitivelyGranger.

	He studied his surroundings critically, expecting to find a huge collection of personal belongings, but except for a few photographs, the predicable red bedding, and animpressive collection of books, it was similar to his own room.

	Draco eyed the photographs sourly, lingering on particular one of Granger with thosefeckless pricks she considered good company. He slapped all the frames down so he wouldn't have to look them and settled himself on her bed, absently running his fingertips over her covers. His lidsfeltheavyandheleanedback;lulledbyhowstrongherscentwasamongstherpillows and blankets. If he slept here, surrounded by soothing whispers of her presence, who would

	know?"Sodit."
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	"No," Tonks shook her head. "The letter the boys sent Remus didn't explain much, but doesit really matter? As long as it's gone."

	"I guess not," Hermione agreed absently. "I just wish I could do a little more to help,and maybe if I knew how they'd destroyed the locket-

	"You'redoingfine,"sheassuredherfriend."Thingsaregoingwell;theMinistryisholding

	fineandanotherHorcruxhasbeendestroyed.Don'tgetmewrong,wecouldbedoingbetter-

	"A lot better," she sighed, combing her curls out of her face with her fingers. "I shouldhave gone with them-

	"Your talents are best suited helping McGonagall at Hogwarts," Tonks said. "The boysare clearly doing okay, and the Order wanted one of you to stay where we could reach you-

	"I know," she frowned tiredly, rubbing her eyes. "I just don't know how much use I amhere. All I seem to be doing is organising Christmas balls and other Head stuff that is completelyunnecessary."

	"You can't blame McGonagall for trying keep spirits up," the older witch offered her alight shrug. "A Christmas ball could be good for you. You told me how much fun you had at the Yule Ball. Have any famous Bulgarians asked you to go this time?"

	Hermione felt a smile crawl up her cheeks. "No, no Bulgarians," she mumbled."Michael asked me if I would like to go with him."

	"Who'sMichael?"

	"Michael Corner," she explained with a thoughtful click of her tongue. "But I think heonly mentioned it because we're the Heads. I hope that's the only reason."

	"Why?" Tonks asked, arching an eyebrow. "Is he a bit of anidiot?" "No, he's nice enough," Hermione said. "I just-

	"Youlikesomeoneelse."Draco…

	Hermione snapped her head up to study Tonks with wild eyes as panic seized her chest."W- What?" she stuttered. "What do you mean?"

	 

	
"Ron," the other witch grinned knowingly. "We all saw how friendly you were atthe wedding, and you told me you liked him."

	"Oh, Ron," Hermione breathed, taking a second for the relief to wash over her. "Y-yes,ofcourse."

	"Areyouokay,Hermione?"Tonksaskedwithaconcernedlook.

	"I'm fine," she muttered with uncertainty. "I'm not very good with unfamiliar beds, andI didn't get much sleep."

	It wasn't technically a lie; she had certainly been awake for the majority of the night, but the scratchy mattress had had little to do with her inability to savour a dream. She'd stared expectantly at her clock for long and lonely hours, waiting and almost hoping that the alarm would sound. It had been…unnerving to lie in bed and know he wasn't in the next room,and her thoughts had centred around him from sunset to sunrise.

	Tonks had just been on the other side of the door, but she had felt very much alone, and she couldn't help but wonder how Draco was dealing with a secluded night in the Gryffindor Tower.Afterthelastincident,whenshehadstayedwithGinnyandhe'dtriedtoescape,she

	had expected…something, but clearly he was doing just fine if her clock was silent, andthat bothered her a little.

	When she had finished her classes earlier today, she had considered stopping by to check on Draco, but a convenient flashback of her attempt to kiss him had made her think twice.After some lunch and a slow walk around Hogsmeade - where the first hints of Christmas were starting to glow - she and Tonks had discussed the War in depth, along with many other topics, but her mind always snatched her back to Draco.

	"Ron and I aren't together, you know," she told Tonks, somewhat defensively. "We'rejustfriends."

	TheAurorfrowned."Youdon'tlikehim,Hermione?Ithought-

	"I thought I did too," she admitted. "But I just think we're better as friends. I…don't likehim the way I should."

	Tonks chuckled and gave the younger witch an affectionate pat on the back. "Noone's forcing you to fancy Ron, Hermione. If you don't, then you don't-

	"Did you and Remus get a lot of…criticism when you first got together?" shequestioned carefully. "Because of your age difference?"

	"A lot of people were quick to judge," Tonks said thoughtfully. "Remus was morebothered by it than me, but yes, we had a bit of hassle from nosy sods who had nothing better to do with their time."

	"Didyoueverquestionyourfeelings?"

	 

	
Tonks sighed and tapped her knee pensively. "I knew people wouldn't think it was normal," she confessed after a moment. "And it probably would have been easier to be withsomeone my own age, but you can't pick and choose things like that. It just happens."

	Hermione tiled her head and gave her friend a gentle smile. "Was it worth it?" sheasked. "The disapproving looks and-

	"Bloody hell, yes!" she exclaimed. "Look, when there's a War going on and a baby onthe way, the gossipy pricks of London are the least of your worries. Plus, if I had ignored my feelings for Remus, I would have regretted it for the rest of my life."

	The brunette chewed her lower lip and hummed in consideration. "I guess time's tooprecious when the world could end tomorrow."

	"That's a little pessimistic," Tonks gave her a friendly wink. "But yes, life's too short.Have you got your eye on someone, Hermione? Scared the boys won't approve?"

	Her lip twitched. "Something likethat." "Anyone I know?"

	Yourcousin.

	"No," she shook her head. "He's…just one of the boys in my year, but Harry and Ronaren't very fond of him." Not a lie.

	"They'll get over it," Tonks assured her with a dismissive wave of her hand. "So, what'shelike?"

	Hermione paused to gather her wits and words. Tonks had that trustworthy manner abouther that often coaxed secrets to tumble out of her mouth, and she needed to be careful with how much she divulged.

	"He's an arsehole," she started bluntly, noting the amused flash in Tonks' eyes."He's incorrigible, he's complicated, and he doesn't listen to a word I say-

	"That'stypicalofmostmen-

	"He's rude," Hermione continued with her rant. "He's arrogant, he's cruel and verycold- "Also quite common-

	"And sometimes he makes me so angry I could just throttle him or hex him into thenext bloody continent!"

	Tonks cleared her breath to smother a laugh, and studied her young companion with awise smirk. "But?"

	Hermione swallowed and felt tears scratch the backs of her eyes. "But he's beautiful," she whispered sadly. "Completely messed up and utterly awful, but there's something therewhich

	 

	
isjustbeautifultome.Ican'treallyexplainit."

	It felt so weird and wonderful to say it aloud to another person, but of course she wascensoring all the darker details that came with her Slytherin housemate. Her pseudo-bigsister waseyeinghersympathetically,tuckingsomestrandsofviolethairbehindherearand looking very much pleased with Hermione's confession.

	Ifonlyyouknew…

	"Doyouknowhowhefeelsaboutyou?"

	Hermione frowned and bowed her head. "He tells me he hatesme- "Have you two ever kissed?" Tonks pushed boldly.

	She felt a hot blush stain her cheeks. "A few times," she murmured quietly. "But theywere… impulsive and they didn't last long-

	"Whokissedwho?"

	"Well," Hermione hesitated. "I…initiated the first one, but he's kissed me twicesince." Tonks' playful smile stretched up her face. "Sounds promising to me."

	"No," she said, wrinkling her nose with disappointment. "It's more complicated than that. He shoved me away the last time I tried, and I don't even know if I like him really. There'sjust… something there that…

	She trailed off, and Tonks gave her a reassuring nod. "Go on," she urged. "You know youcan tell me anything."

	"Something…that hurts," she finished, her voice hitching. "He has this…this shield up, andI don't think I can get through to him. I'm trying, but every time I think I'm getting somewhere he just ruins it, and I don't know if I have the energy to do it anymore-

	"Hermione-

	"I keep seeing these glimpses of a decent person," she carried on, a tear skimming downher cheek. "And I think that's what I'm…attracted to, but I-

	"Hermione," Tonks interrupted again. "It's okay. He just sounds a little confused. He'llcomeround."

	"Butwhatif-

	"Just do what feels right, sweetheart," she advised slowly, and Hermione recalledsaying some very similar words to Draco. "Would you like some tea before bed?"

	"CouldIhaveahotchocolateinstead,please?"

	 

	
.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	Draco was sat in a crumpled heap on the cold floorboards, absently fiddling with theremains of Granger's snow-globe. He caught a shard awkwardly, and he hissed the air through histeeth as his finger wept a ruby teardrop. He eyed his blood critically, and a cold shiver ran up his spine as he recalled the day in the bathroom when there had been so much more blood,and not just his.

	Granger'swasexactlythesame.

	That had been a damning realisation, and he blamed that for every predicament that had followed, and the epiphanies that had struck him in her absence. The crippling fact ofthe matter was, Granger had every trait that he admired; intelligence, wit, strength, and then something that he couldn't put his finger on. She was simply…good.

	If I was a Pureblood with exactly the same personality, would you be so quick todiscard what happened this morning?

	His brain had been flooded with her words since she'd left; every sentence that had evermade him doubt his prejudices had reverberated in his skull, but he was holding firmly onto the flimsy whispers of his family's ways. What had once felt so obvious and right now felt fickle and faint. He'd like to blame it all on her, but he had come to acknowledge there must have been cracks in his beliefs, but it didn't make it any easier.

	You'rehuman,Draco,andyou'vemademistakes,butIcan'thateyouforthat.

	He clenched his eyes shut. Mistakes…Astronomy Tower. Surely, if he'd been so certainthat Voldemort and his principles were correct, that task would have been an easy thing to do.

	Maybehe'dstartedtodoubtitallthen…

	They're just labels, you know. Slytherin, Gryffindor. Pureblood and Mudblood. Theydon't dictate how we should live our lives.

	It was easy for her to say that. There were expectations that came with his infamous surname, and she couldn't begin to imagine the pressure he'd been under. He was certain that Potterhad told her all about his breakdown in the toilets last term, but that had been a sliver of histurmoil. There had been times when he'd cast every silencing charm he knew and justscreameduntilhislungshadtorn.BlaiseandPansyhadseensomeofhisweakermoments, but nobody had been there to witness his real outbursts of chaos. Even before he'd been given his task, Draco had sometimes found himself staring at his reflection and wondering if a

	lifestylefullofhatredwasalltoomuchforhim.

	 

	
WhydoyouhavetoputonanactwhenIamtheonlypersonwhoseesyou?

	Because if he didn't, then what else was there? He'd been stripped of his wealth, hismagic, his status. If he abandoned what he had been designed to become, there was nothing left.

	Somepeoplearebeyondchange,Granger-

	Notyou…

	"Fucking hell," he groaned to himself, dropping his face into hispalms. You asked me to stay. I…I wanted to stay.

	He'dneverkissedsomeonelikethatbefore;likearebelliousburstthathadmadehimfeel

	loose and unchained. He'd been aware of who he was kissing and that he shouldn't have been touching her at all, but, at the moment, he couldn't have given a shit. On closer inspection, he didn't really give a shit now. There was no one here to scold him for thinking for himself,and doing what felt…

	Justdowhatfeelsright.

	Toodangerous,butultimatelytootempting.

	The pathetic truth was he missed her, and not just as a distraction; he missed her as a person. Her voice, her little quirks, her fire…just everything. She would be back tomorrow,although he had no idea what time. It could be fairly early in the morning for all he knew, so his decision to sleep in her bed again was a rather risky one, and another damaging blow to hispride.

	Butitfeltright.

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	Tonks had left at eight, and Hermione had managed to get to the school before the weekend- lazy students had started to rouse and roam. She was so nervous she had worried her lowerlip until it had bled, which had meant a slight detour at the prefects bathroom to heal thecut. Perhaps she was stalling, but she spent a good few minutes scrutinizing her reflection and trying to concoct a strategy to deal with Draco after her embarrassing behaviour two daysago.

	Deciding that she had put it off for long enough, she headed to her dorm, hesitating to take a deepbreathbeforeshemutteredtheappropriatepassword.Sheslippedinside,intendingtobe

	 

	
as quiet as possible, but a rush of wind slammed the door shut behindher.Bugger…

	She froze as she heard shuffling from the other side of the dorm, but it sounded misplaced, almost like it was coming from her room. No sooner had the thought crossed her mindthat her door was flung open to release a very intense-looking Slytherin. Draco had clearly just woken up; his hair roguishly mussed, and he was clad in just a vest and loose pyjama bottoms, but it was the purposeful and slightly wild glint in his eyes that made her heartpause.

	Helingeredinthedoorframeforamoment,staringhardatherlikehewasn'tsureshewas

	there at all. Hermione shook away her trance and the anger hit her, just as he began tomarch towards her with bold strides.

	"YouwereinMYroom?"

	"Yes," he spat, quickening his steps and slicing the distance betweenthem. "How the hell did you-

	Draco cut her off; grabbing her face and snatching her lips with a desperate kiss. Hesighed shakily into her mouth, uncaring that she felt stiff and unresponsive against him and just acting on instinct. He pulled away but kept her close, relishing her little pants tickling his chin. He clenched his jaw and kept his eyes closed, readying himself for her rejection and outrage, but she tilted her head to latch back onto him.

	Her gesture was timid but it was enough for him, and he shoved her roughly against thedoor, swallowing her gasp. His movements were frantic and almost feral as he sucked her in and took greedy nips at her winter-wet lips. She kept up with him, licking and pecking back with dissipating nerves; clutching onto his arms with trembling fingers. His hands drifted up her cheekbones and into her coffee-curls, coaxing a moan from her that made his hips twitch.

	He pressed himself against her as much as he could, dragging his fingertips down her neck, shoulders and ribs to settle possessively at her sides. He groaned as she combed her nails through his hair, catching a sensitive spot at his spine that made him shiver in a wonderful way. Their hot breaths clashed between kisses and Draco decided he needed more; craveditactually.

	He tore his mouth away and moved to her throat, pleasantly surprised when she lolledher head back and sighed in apparent bliss. Her grip on his biceps tightened as he found a

	receptive spot near her ear that made her blood rush, and her pulse felt tantalising underhistongue.

	"Tellmetostop,"hemumbledagainstherskin,barelyaudible.

	Hermione swallowed hard but didn't utter a word to break their contact; too lost in the pace and passion that was completely foreign to her. She was vaguely aware that he waspushing away her robes, but the thought of stopping was a distant whisper at the back of her skull.

	 

	
She heard them thud to the floor just as he lifted his head to steal her lips again, his warmand eager palms sliding under her jumper. Her hands dropped to rest against his chest, and she scratched curiously at his collarbone and neck.

	"Tellmetostop,"hehissedout,moreurgentlythistime,nippingatherjaw.

	His hands grazed upwards until his thumbs stroked the underside of her cotton-covered breasts. Her fingernails were raking down his stomach, and he felt himself harden asshe went lower. That was when reality struck him.

	"TELL ME TO STOP!" he screamed, ripping himself away from her so franticallyhe stumbled to the floor a few feet away.

	Hermione felt all her limbs go weak, and she slid gracelessly down the door, studying Draco intently and anxiously. He looked broken and battered, like all his energy was being used to refrain from touching her. He slowly raised his head and they locked eyes; both setsshocked and wide.

	"Why didn't you tell me to stop?" he growled accusingly. "Are you fucking stupid,Granger? Do you think this is normal?"

	Shewasshaking."Idon't-

	"Do you have any idea what this place is doing to me?" he asked coldly. "What you aredoing to me?"

	"Draco,please-

	"LOOK AT ME!" he yelled. "I do NOT do shit like this! That desperate for a quick fuckthatI would touch the Mudblood virgin-

	"Don'tyoudarecallmethat!"shewarnedangrily.

	"Which one?" he fired back. "You're telling me someone has actually crawled between your thighs?" Hermione cringed but remained silent, and Draco felt the jealousy stab hisstomach painfully. "Let me guess," he sneered darkly. "Weasley?"

	"That's none of yourbusiness- "IT IS NOW!"

	"Why?" she retorted bravely, squaring her shoulders. "You've made it quite clear thatthis… mistake was just an attempt to land a 'quick fuck!'"

	He faltered at her brazen language but kept his scowl firm. "What the hell wereyou expecting, Granger? All your pro-Mudblood shit to sink in?"

	"I know some of it has," she said steadily. "You know ittoo- "Why the fuck should I have to change to appease you-

	 

	
"It's not about changing yourself!" she argued loudly, too enraged to cry. "It's aboutfindingyourself!"

	"Don'twasteyourGryffindorcraponme-

	"Have you ever been happy, Draco?" she asked him hopefully, carefully shifting a littlecloser to him. "Have you ever really felt content with your life, or done anything that felt right toyou?"

	He hesitated, shuffling through his fractured memories and trying to find one with her requirements. The only time he could ever recall feeling a sense of peace was the night she had slept in his lap, and perhaps just now when he had been gorging on her taste, but before that…onlydarkness.Justahatredforherkindthathadengulfedanychanceofcontentment.

	"Look me in the eye," she said softly, coming to sit at his side. "And tell me that youstill completely believe that Muggle-borns are inferior; that I am disgusting."

	He parted his lips to indulge in a vile and scornful rant, but he couldn't do it. Salazar knew he wanted to, but she looked too perfect then for him to even pretend she was filthy; lipsslightly swollen and hair deliciously tousled.

	No,hecouldn't.

	"Leave me alone," he murmured instead, hoping he sounded somewhere near threatening although he doubted it. She leaned in to rest her palm against his shoulder, and the tinglewas too reminiscent for him. "Don't touch me."

	She withdrew her hand reluctantly. "D-do you…like kissing me, Draco?" shestuttereduneasily.

	Yes…

	"Ask me if I like betraying my family," he shot back harshly. "Ask me if I would bedoing this if I wasn't in this hell-

	"I like kissing you," she confessed in a rushed whisper. "But I…I am getting so tired oftrying to convince you that I am not someone you should hate-

	"Whatdoyouwantfromme,Granger?"heasked.

	"Nothing more than you can give," she told him gently. "But I want you to stoppretending and do what feels right for you for once-

	"How the fuck would you know what feels right for me?" he challenged. "You think afew stupid kisses are going to erase what I think about you and your kind?"

	Shereleasedasadbreath."YouandI-

	"You and I are nothing!" he protested heatedly. "I told you! I clearly need a shag badenough that I would-

	 

	
"Lower yourself to touch a Mudblood," she finished for him. "You know, you flinchwhen you say it now."

	He faltered. "No, I donot- "Yes you do."

	Something about the conviction in her tone stirred that heat in his gut again, and before he could stop himself, he had practically pounced on her and was kissing her again. The unsatisfied aftershocks of the last round were raw and consuming, but he managed to stop himselfbeforehegotcarriedawaythistime.Hereleasedherwithaloudgroan,restinghis

	forehead against hers and drawing in loud and ragged breaths as he fought his cravings.He'd gone too far.

	Hermione studied his agitated expression and felt her chest ache. She willed herself to be patient and understanding, but she wondered how much more she could give him.Gulping back her nerves, she decided she would give him one final opportunity to redeem this situation, even if it meant sacrificing another piece of her waning dignity for the sake of a Death Eater. Merlin, help her.

	"Draco," she murmured breathlessly. "Look at me." His eyes snapped open and regardedher wearily as she placed her soothing palm against his cheek. "It's okay," she told him. "I know this is-

	"You don't have a fucking clue," he ground out, yanking away from her again, and scrambling to his feet. "You can't even begin to comprehend what this place is doing tomyhead!"

	"Draco-

	"I am telling you now, Granger, that nothing like this will ever happen again," hepromised, and his words were so measured and crisp that she found herself believing them. "We are

	donehere-

	"Yes we are," she replied, rising to stand and straightening her back defiantly. She'dreached her limit. "I refuse to do this anymore! I do not deserve to be treated like this by you! Do what the hell you want, because I don't give a shit!"

	"Finally!"heexclaimed."Shegetsit!Well,I'mgladyoueventuallydecidedseesomesense.

	Accept this for what it is, Granger; me wanting a convenient fuck, and you being theonlyoption-

	"Get out of my face!" she shouted, removing her wand from her back pocket. She couldfeel her eyes watering, and she refused to let him see her crumble. "Now!"

	He held his ground for a few moments; his incensed glare shifting between her face andher wand before he spun on his heel and disappeared into his room. The witch was quaking violently and her chest heaving as she tried to gather some semblance of control, but it was impossible. She managed to choke out a quick silencing charm before she collapsed to the

	 

	
floor and coughed up a string of heart-hurting sobs. She passed the stage where herlungs burned but couldn't stop despite the physical pain searing through her chest.

	It shouldn't have killed her; she had, after all, experienced his cruel attitude on somany occasions, but that kiss…

	It had been deceptive, leading her into a false sense of promise that had convinced her tobare her soul to him, and he had just spat on it. She felt cheated and used, and the worst thing was, she had no idea at what point she would have told him to stop. If she would have told him tostop.

	ScrewthatGryffindortenacity;shegaveup.
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	The final days of November were misty and bitter, and December crept in before she'devennoticed.

	The nights were the kind that made you long for company; cold and eerily silent as nature slowly died by the frost. The winds had faded, and for that she was grateful, but Oh Godthe silence was haunting.

	She was doing everything possible to keep busy, spending less time in her quarters, andflitting between the library and organising the ball with Michael and the Prefects. The dorm had become so suffocating after her fight with Draco, and she didn't dare spend more than a few moments in his presence. Despite the fact that their stormy altercation had happenedjust over two weeks ago, she still felt uneasy. Anything more than a necessary moment, and her body would start to react; heat crawling into her cheeks and pixies fluttering in her stomach.

	Draco, on the other hand, seemed to seek her out whenever he could, randomly emergingfrom his room when she was in the kitchen or sitting area. In the last fortnight, they had crossed paths no less than ten times, and it was all due to his efforts, much to her confusion. She always made a quick exit and tried to avoid his eyes, fearing they would drag her in, but she had yielded and caught them once or twice. Her breath would hitch and her mouthwould go dry, but she always managed to keep her expression indifferent as she ducked into her room, with his stare always boring into her back.

	In the days since their kiss-come-argument, Draco had seemed to deteriorate; his features becoming worn and defeated. She ached to interact with him, if only to chase away someof the pain etched onto his face, but she was determined to keep a healthy distance from him.

	She still cooked the meals, of course, but that was the extent of her Malfoy-relatedactivities, even if she was yearning to do more.

	Despiteherbesteffortsnotto,shestillcared.

	But distractions were plenty with Michael requiring her help for the Ball and the end ofterm arrangements, and Ginny had successfully managed to convince her to go dress-shopping.

	The students had been given today, Sunday, to visit Hogsmeade and buy their formaloutfits; and Hermione had hoped that the village's festive atmosphere would warm her mood.

	She had always loved Christmas, but the cheer seemed forced and awkward this year, andshe was very much aware that she wouldn't be spending it with Harry and Ron or her family. The risks were simply too high. Even the snow, which she adored with the appetite of a toddler, seemed to be in hiding, and not a flake had fallen this winter.

	Therewasstilltimethough…

	 

	
"What do you think?" Ginny asked as she pulled back the dressing-room curtain.Hermione raised her head and felt a genuine smile tug at her lips. Her beautiful friend had selected a charming black dress with an intricate bead pattern across the bust and seams, and it suited her perfectly. "Well?" she prompted eagerly, flicking her fiery hair over her shoulder. "Is itokay?"

	"You look stunning," Hermione told her affectionately. "Really, Gin. Didn't you like it inthemirror?"

	"The mirrors are charmed to bullshit that every dress looks good," the younger witchscoffed. "Are you sure you're not just being polite?"

	"No,"sheshookherhead."That'stheone,Gin.Youlookwonderful."

	She grinned and smoothed down the fabric. "Thank you," she said. "Is it good enough thatI should take some photographs for when Harry gets back?"

	Ifhegetsback…

	"Definitely," she nodded instead, deciding that dampening the mood was unnecessary."He would stutter like a fool if he saw you in that dress, although I'm sure Neville will do thesame."

	"No," Ginny chuckled. "Neville's puppy-dog eyes have been steering towards HannahAbbottrecently."

	"Really?Thenwhydidn'theaskhertogo?"

	"You know how shy he gets," she spoke of him fondly. "Plus, I got in there before he really had a chance to ask anyone. I wanted a date who I trusted; something you should havedone,Hermione."

	"Michaelisinnocentenough-

	"He has a soft spot for you," Ginny interrupted with a disapproving tone. "I know he andRon weren't close, but still; he should know better-

	"Ron and I were never official," she reminded the redhead. "And Michael is just afriend,Ginny-

	"Wellifhetriesanything,he'llbeshittingslugsforaweek."

	Hermionecouldn'thelpbutlaugh,anditfeltgood."Yourbrotherisfondofslug-hexestoo."

	"Even after it backfired?" Ginny smirked, cocking an amused eyebrow. "Okay, well that'smy dress sorted. Which one do you like?"

	"Ihavedresses-

	 

	
"But you should get a new one," she insisted, gesturing to the variety of gowns inGladrags Wizardwear. "That navy one would suit you-

	"I don't see the point in buying a dress for a ball I don't even want to go to,"Hermione argued, although the dress held her attention for a moment. "And it's not like I want to impress my date-

	"Don't do it for him, do it for yourself," Ginny told her as she moved to pluck the gownfrom the rail. "This colour is lovely, and it doesn't have any of the frilly stuff you hate."

	Hermione hesitated and reached out to finger the chiffon gown; simple compared to the other dresses decorating the shop, but she had always followed the less-is-more principle. "It'svery beautiful," she mumbled thoughtfully. "But I-

	"Justtryiton."

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	The Head Girl headed back to her chambers with some Christmas gifts and the new dressin hand. Ginny's incorrigible and convincing behaviour was to blame, but Hermione would admit that she felt a little more relaxed after some shopping and a Butterbeer in the freshly- decorated pub, but it dissipated as she came to stand in front of her door.

	Taking a deep breath, as she always did, she shoved it open and cursed herself yet againfor forgetting her charmed bag as she struggled with her purchases. Her plan to make her

	entrance quiet and quick was hopeless when she stumbled, and some of her bags wentflying across the floorboards.

	"Bugger,"shemurmured,kneelingdowntocollectthem.

	She grabbed the final item just as she heard Draco's door open, and she kept her eyes low ashe strode into the sitting area. The air in the room instantly shifted and grew heavier, andshe swallowed back some nerves as she rose to her feet and rolled her shoulders.

	"What'sthatfor?"hequestionedcritically,gesturingtoherdressinthetransparentcover.

	He was partially blocking her way, and the answer slipped out of her mouth before shecould catch it. "Christmas Ball," she mumbled quickly, manoeuvring awkwardly around the sofas, but he moved into her path anyway; his eyes lingering on her dress. "Get out of my way

	please-

	"You'vebeenavoidingme,"heaccusedinascratchyvoice."Why?"

	 

	
Hermioneavertedhergaze."Youknowwhy,Draco,"shesnapped."Moveoutmyway-

	"Exactly how long you do you intend to keep up this silent treatment?" he continuedirately. "It's starting to piss me off-

	"I won't ask you again," she said between tense lips, clumsily rummaging in her pocketfor her wand. "Get out of my way, or I'll make you."

	He regarded her with conflicting eyes, biting the inside of his mouth with irritation, beforehe stepped to the side with a resigned breath. His balled fists were shaking at his sides as she brushed past him, and she tried desperately to ignore the breeze of his comforting scent. His breath stroked across the shell of her ear, but she managed to stifle the shiver that threatenedto betray her weakness.

	"We have argued before, Granger," he said before she could reach the door, his voicealmost dejected. "Why are you so…effected this time?"

	She halted her steps and felt the ire rise in her chest. "You asked me to leave you alone,"she responded coldly. "And that's what I'm doing-

	"ButI-

	"You made this bed, Draco," she told him stiffly, determined not to get dragged intoan argument. "So lie in it."

	Fumbling with her wand, she cast a quick Muffliato to whisper her recently-changed password; Crookshanks. She doubted Draco would know the name of her beloved pet,and knew now to be careful when going into her room. She thought she heard him whisper something as she went inside, but she refused to dwell on it.

	"Wait,"Dracomurmured,butsheslammedthedooranyway.

	He recalled that fickle phrase his mother had used when he'd first started to attend Hogwarts and he'd denied he would miss the Manor; you don't realise what you've got until it's gone. After a fortnight with only a handful of sentences exchanged, he was beginning to regret the way he had handled their tempestuous row, and she was apparently adamant to not evenlook at him. It was beginning to slowly erode his resolve to pretend it wasn't bothering him, but

	the pride-damning truth was he pined for something fromher. A passionate fight, an educated discussion…a kiss.

	Anything.

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	
.

	Wednesdayhadthepaceofalimp-limbedsloth.

	Hermione'sclasseshaddronedby,andshehadspenttheremainderofherafternoonhelping to finalise the decorations for the Great Hall. She had managed to tear away from the overly- enthusiastic Prefects and steal a few hours in the Library, but her research on Horcruxes had beenfrustratinglyunproductive.Itwasaroundtenintheeveningwhenshedecidedtoyield to her heavy lids and return to her dorm, hoping that Draco wasn't loitering in the sittingarea.

	She managed to sneak soundlessly inside and grab a glass of water, but a knock at themain door startled her. The glass shattered at her feet and she cursed under her breath, casting a wary look at Draco's room.

	"Are you okay in there, Hermione?" Michael's voice called from outside, and she rolledher eyes. "Did I hear-

	"I'm fine," she bit back. "What do you want,Michael?" "Just a quick word-

	"I'm just about to go to bed," she told him, sidestepping the shards carefully. "We candiscuss it tomorrow-

	"Itwon'ttakeamoment,"heinsisted."Comeon,Hermione,it'sonlyten."

	The witch exhaled and massaged her forehead, turning to give Draco's door asceptical glance. Surely he knew better than to reveal himself when she had a guest, but he was

	unpredictable at the best of times. Deciding it was best to get rid of Michael as quickly as possible, she transfigured her clothes into pyjamas and kicked off her shoes, leaving herbag and wand in the kitchenette before she made to answer the door.

	"CanIcomein?"theHeadBoyaskedonceshe'sopeneditacrack.

	"Not right now," she shook her head, too tired to even invent an excuse. "What do youneed?" "Well, I was just wondering what the arrangements are for Friday?"

	"Youknowwhat'shappening,"shefrowned."Isentyouallthedetails."

	"I meant with us," he clarified, rubbing the back of his neck. "Am I picking you upfrom here? Or do you-

	"Oh that," she mumbled, trying to remain patient. It wasn't his fault that she'd been rather exasperated recently. "No, that's fine, Michael. We all agreed to meet outside the GreatHall, so we'll just do that."

	"Okay," he nodded, barely concealing his disappointment. "Are you sure you don't wantto meet up beforehand?"

	 

	
"No, we're going to be rushed as it is, so it's just easier to meet there," sheexplained, pretending to stifle a yawn. "Was there something else? I'm quite knackered."

	"Um,no,"heshruggedindefeat."Thatwasall.I'llseeyoutomorrowthen."

	"Good night," Hermione offered, promptly closing the door and listening to Michael'sfootsteps echo down the corridor. She stilled her breaths when she felt that familiar tingle across her shoulders and back, and she knew her Slytherin housemate was behind her. "What are you playing at?" she questioned, whipping around and making the mistake of catchinghis eyes. "Are you trying to get yourself caught?"

	Draco's snowy features were creased into a pained scowl that made her falter. Helooked… betrayed. "You said that there was nothing going on between you and Corner," he growled darkly, and her chest constricted.

	Hermione made to move forward, but he predictably obstructed the route to herroom. "There's not," she murmured hesitantly. "Move, Draco-

	"Clearly there's enough going on that you would go to the ball with him," he continued ina hoarse voice, slowly stalking towards her. "I didn't peg you for a liar, Granger-

	"I'm not lying," she argued, cringing when she remembered that she'd left her wand onthe kitchen counter. "Let me get to my room-

	"Helikesyou,Granger,"hetoldher."Icantell-

	"You're being ridiculous," she scolded, unnerved by his stoic tone. "Move out ofthe- "Make me," he challenged. "I'm not done talking about that prick."

	Deciding the situation may require some magical assistance before she got too absorbed, her eyes flickered over to her discarded wand, and she lunged for it. She yelped as she slippedon the water she had spilled before; falling hard against the floorboards and smacking her hand into the crushed glass.

	Hermione whined as the pain shot from her palm to her wrist, and up the rest of her arm. She glanced down and cringed when she saw the Galleon-sized shard stabbing her hand and the warm blood spilling between her fingers. She pulled herself up to lean against the cupboards, and before she could really understand it, Draco was kneeling next to her; his facecalculating and composed, but with an edge that could have been misconstrued as concern.

	"Pass me your hand," he instructed steadily. "I need to get the glassout- "No, it's fine," she hissed through the pain. "Just get my wand-

	"I can't touch your wand," he reminded the witch. "Let me take it out and you can healit when you've calmed down-

	"Helpmegetup-

	 

	
"Staystill,"hetoldhersternly."Comeon,Granger.PassmeyourhandandI'llmakeitquick-

	"Ow, ow, ow," she breathed as he gently cupped her wrist and took a closer look at the damage. His unexpected tenderness and poise calmed her, and her confused gaze studiedhis pensive and softer expression before she exhaled in submission. "Okay," she sighed. "I'mready."

	Hermione choked on a gasp as he fingered the glass and tried to pluck it from her flesh."It hurts," she blurted before she could stop herself, swallowing a whimper. "Draco-

	"It's alright," he hushed her, giving the wedge a final tug that yanked it loose. "There;it'sdone."

	Draco watched the relief swim across her honey-soft features and felt something in his chest twinge. Her blood was streaked across his fingers and tucked beneath his nails, and whilehe was aware that it should have repulsed him, it didn't. His thumb absently rubbed invisible circles over her pulse-point as she took some deep breaths to help the sting in her palm subside. The inevitable tense silence slotted between them, and he watched her expectantly, waiting for her to say something.

	"Acciowand,"shewhispered,snappingherattentionawayfromhim.

	Draco reluctantly released her wrist as she began to repair the messy cut, but heremained crouched at her side. Granger hadn't allowed him within an inch of her, and he took

	advantage of the opportunity to relish their proximity before she reverted back to her plan to avoid him. He dampened his lips with a serpentine flick of his tongue and forced himself tobe patient, watching her with measuring eyes and realising he would have to be tactical ifhe wanted to end this well.

	"I could have done that without you," she told him firmly, apparently satisfied withher healing charms.

	"Perhaps,"heconcededwithaloweredbrow."Ihave-

	"This doesn't change anything," she rushed out, leaning away and firing him a warninglook. "I am still angry at you-

	"Is that why you're going to the Ball with bloody Corner?" he growled, the jealousy richin his voice, much to his disdain. "To prove a point?"

	"I have nothing to prove to you!" she fired back, pulling herself up to stand andheading straight for her room. "You made your opinion of me clear-

	"Don't run away from me, Granger!" he shouted after her. "Why the hell is this timeso sodding different?"

	"You know why!" she yelled; cheeks cherry-flushed and eyes starting to water. "I am tiredof you tossing me aside and screwing with my head! I made how I feel about you obvious and you just-

	 

	
"Howyoufeelaboutme?"herepeated,hishearthammeringunderhisribs."Whatareyou-

	"It doesn't matter anymore," she interjected hastily, scolding herself for letting that slipout. "You wanted nothing from me, so that's what you can have-

	"Granger, wait!" he barked, but the only response he got was the shrill slam of the door."For fuck's sake," he hissed into the empty space, making his way towards the bathroom to wash away the blood staining his fingertips.

	Hedidn'tbothertoscrutiniseitforindicationsofMudthistime;heknewitwasjustlikehis.

	He hunched over the sink and flicked on the tap, eyeing the silky-red liquid swirl aroundthe basin until it faded to a soft pink. Grinding his teeth and clenching the porcelain, he braced himself as a painful throb overtook his chest. This separation she was enforcing wasweighing him down, and after two weeks, he was starting to forget how she felt; how shetasted.

	He couldn't realistically blame her for acting like she was, but the prospect of her giving upon whatever it was between them made him feel physically sick. It had been fine toyingwith her emotions when there was a dormant promise that she would persevere regardless, but he knew her stubborn behaviour well enough to recognise that this time was different.

	Hehadpushedhertoofar,andwaspayingtheprice.

	It pained him to acknowledge it, but he wanted her, and the intensity and rawness of it overpowered the voice in his head telling him it was wrong. He could feel the need to act onhis longing for her brewing inside his gut, and he was very much aware that somethingwould happen soon.

	Hewasbeginnintogetrestless.

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	Hermioneshruggedatherreflectionanddabbedafinallayerofbalmacrossherlips.

	The midnight-blue gown seemed wasted when she didn't feel an inkling of anticipationfor the Ball, but she had experimented with some light make-up to pass the time. Ginny had

	given her some spray to calm her curls, similar to the product she had used for the Yule Ball, but she had left her locks loose this time. She had no doubt that on any other night, shewould feel rather elegant and excited, but she couldn't shift the melancholic cloud that had misted

	herbrainsinceWednesday.

	 

	
Draco's considerate and placid behaviour when she had injured her hand had completely bewildered her. She could have so easily abandoned her vow to stay from him at thatmoment, but she had to remain logical. A flashback of his words 'convenient fuck' had sobered her, but she had pondered about delicate handling of her ever since. He'd treatedher like fragile glass, and she had been fascinated by uncharacteristically considerate nature.

	Perhapsthedistancewashavinganeffectonhim…

	She shook her head to banish her wistful thoughts, and decided that she had delayed heading down to the Great Hall long enough. She dropped her wand into her charmed bag and lefther room, freezing in the doorframe when she spotted the solitary figure sat on one of the sofas.

	Draco's head was bowed and his shoulders slumped in defeat as he absently drummed his fingernails against his knee. She suddenly felt conscious of her appearance, despite herearlier indifference, and she ran her hands over the soft fabric as her stomach did a nervous flip. He must have heard the quiet rustle of her dress, as his head snapped up, and his winter-sky eyes widened and began to drink her in; warmth rushing to her cheeks as he studied her with uninhibited interest.

	Draco felt his pulse quicken as he absorbed her, and his plan to play this situation skilfully and tamely was quickly discarded. She was simply too appealing for him to remainprudent, and he couldn't let her leave here knowing that she would be in the presence of that

	Ravenclawfucktard;innocentintentionsornot.

	"Whatareyoudoinginhere?"sheasked,severinghistrance."I-

	"Don't go with him," he blurted, and he genuinely didn't care if he sounded pathetic."Don't go with him, Granger."

	Hermionepursedherlips."Youhavenosayinthis-

	"Yes I do," he argued, rising from his seat. "Stayhere- "Why should I?"

	"BECAUSE I CAN'T STAND IT!" he screamed; every muscle in his body seizing up."I can't…I can't do it! Don't ask me to do this!"

	"I'm not asking you to do anything!" she countered, hoping the emotion wasn't too strongin her voice. "Michael is just a friend! And even if he wasn't, it has nothing to with you-

	"Then make it something to do with me!" he shouted, marching towards her. "Make itmybusiness-

	"Don'tcomenearme,"shewarned,butitwasweak."Please,Draco-

	"Stay," he requested again, moving close enough that his breath roused goosebumps across her collarbone. "Stay," he repeated, softer this time. She closed her eyes and he tried tolean in and kiss her, convinced that he had won this fight, but she desperately pushed him away before he could catch her mouth. "Granger-

	 

	
"No!" Hermione protested, shaking her head. "I gave you so many chances, Draco! Andyou always do the same thing! I can deal with the Mudblood comments, but I will not let youmess with my heart! You hurt me!"

	Thewaveofguiltthathithimwascrippling."Iwon't-

	"Yes you will!" she yelled, pointing a trembling finger at him. "I am not for you to useand then chuck away!"

	Hetriedtonearheragainbutshesidesteppedhimbeforehecouldreachher."Granger-

	"Tell me I wouldn't be a convenient fuck!" she spat the words like they burned hertongue. "SAY IT!"

	He flinched but looked her dead in the eye. "You are anything but convenient, Granger,"he told her honestly. "But I know you want me to…to touch you-

	"Stopit,"shemumbledbreathlessly,rubbingawayatell-taletear."That'senough-

	"I know you want to touch me too," Draco continued boldly, stepping into her spaceagain and grasping her shoulders. "You told me-

	"I know what I said," she hushed him, making no valid effort to break out of his holdthis time. "But you said-

	"Fuck what I said," he growled huskily, tilting his head. "If you tell me not to kiss you,Iwon't."

	The limits of his patience were judged by milliseconds as her eyes darted over his face.She looked petrified, but something that resembled acceptance graced her features as the third second ticked by, and he decided that he'd waited twenty days too long to waste anothermoment.

	Dracokissedherroughly;unabletoholdbackandreadytodrowninherifshe'dlethim.

	Hermione responded almost immediately, parting her lips so he could lick and suck at her with blissful ease. He could feel her nervous heartbeats against his chest as she clutched his face; her fingernails drawing teasing patterns by his ears and down his neck. Grabbing her hips tight, he rammed her back into the nearest wall and felt her moan vibrate at the back of his mouth. It trickled down his spine and stirred that dangerous twitch between his hips,and he kissed her harder.

	Sweet, wet sounds mingled between them as they became more frantic, and Draco draggedhis teeth across her bottom lip, and down her chin to land on her throat. Her pulsethrummed against his tongue as her dreamy little sighs ghosted across his crown, and he nibbledgreedily at her flesh.

	Whether he liked it or not, this tension and need had been bubbling within him for weeks,and he couldn't help but slide his palm across her stomach, and then lower. He knew hewas

	 

	
rushing it, but after countless mornings of shower-inspired fantasies, he couldn't help butslip his anxious hand between her thighs.

	"Stop," Hermione panted, digging her nails into his shoulders. "I need togo- "No," he groaned against her skin. "Granger-

	"It's too fast," she insisted, and he reluctantly pulled himself away from her. "I-I have to goto the ball-

	"No!"hesaidmoreforcefully,tryingtogethertomeethishazyeyes."Iknowyouwantthis-

	"I need to think," she murmured, moving away from him and heading for the door."You… you could just be doing all this to-

	"I'm not!" he argued, feeling the anger rise in his voice. "Don't you dare walk out onthis,Granger!"

	"I…Ijustcan't,"shestuttered,scramblingtoleavetheroom.

	On the other side of the door, Hermione took a long minute to gather her composure andfix her ruffled appearance with some help from her wand. Hot tears swelled behind her eyes as her chest continued to heave, and her body failed to cease shaking.

	OhGod,ohGod,ohGod…

	She started for the Great Hall on quaking legs, using the walls to help her move down the corridors. She was late, and she could hear the music echoing amongst the castle's ancient acoustics as she neared the ball. The beat seemed to encourage the sensitive throb beneathher stomach,shetriedtoignorethereminiscenttinglebetweenherlegs.Shecouldhearthe voices of students now, and she quickly schooled her features into a calm façade to conceal

	hershockandangst.

	"Hermione!" Michael's voice called, and tried not to flinch as he came into her sight."There you are, I was worried something had happened to you. You look amazing."

	Heapproachedhereagerlyandtriedtopeckhercheek,butshemanagedtoavoidthe

	unwelcome gesture. "Thank you," she nodded politely. "Where are Ginny and theothers?" "They're already inside," he explained. "Are you ready to go in?"

	"Um…sure,"shemumbled,allowinghimtoleadhertothedoors.

	They paused just outside the elaborate room, and Hermione scanned all the decorationsand fixtures that she had spent weeks organising. She had kept it similar to the frosty Yule Ball theme but had added a few little extras, including faux snow that fell from the ceiling, and waltzing ice-sculptures that mingled with the students. A quick glance around the familiar

	faces confirmed that everyone was enjoying themselves, but the cheerful atmosphere, thatshe hadbeensodesperateforsincethebeginningofterm,didnothingtosoothehertemperament.

	 

	
All she could think about were the tracks of Draco's lips and fingers, still buzzing in herpores and sending static across her skin. Yes, she had been nervous about where the situation had been leading, but she had fled because she'd been convinced his actions were selfish and lust- driven, but now she had doubts. His behaviour tonight and on Wednesday had been different and seemingly genuine, but she could so easily be deluding herself, or he could be a brilliantactor.

	Butwhatif…

	What if it had been something more; something real? What if she had been to hastyto escape? Godric, she needed to know…

	"I'm sorry, Michael," she muttered quickly, taking a step away from him. "I can't dothis." "What?"heasked,givingheralongandpuzzledlook."Whatareyoutalkingabout?" "I'm sorry," she repeated.

	Without waiting for a reply, she pivoted on her heel, and broke into an adrenaline-fuelledrun that guided her back to her dorm. Back to him.
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	Draco'smouthwasstilldampfromtheirkiss.

	He collapsed into the couch, closing his eyes tight and cradling his face with sweaty palms,as the chill coiled around him. He had no idea if he was shaking from the cold, or from the painful pangs that made his chest feel close to rupturing, and he felt completely lost.Despite his perpetual insistences that Granger and this place had driven his mind to ruin, he realised now that her presence actually soothed the turbulent thoughts rattling around his skull. Her twenty days of silence had been torture; his solitude leading to more doubts about blood and what he wanted from Granger.

	The echoes of his father's voice and his preconceptions of Muggle-borns were distorted and fragile now; barely whispers in the corners of his mind. It angered and scared him that shehad had such an effect on his resolve, but there was also a drugging sense of relief that he didn't quite understand. Kissing and touching her was like cresting the most unusual senseof peace; and while he felt completely lost, it was a…good lost. He imagined it was similar to

	theblissonewassupposedtoexperiencewhendrowning,andhewascertainlydrowning.

	And she had just left him here; frustration crackling under his skin and fightingsanity-slicing images of her with Corner. In the back of his battered brain, he knew that Granger was goodon her promise that she and that Raven-bore prick were nothing more than friends, but the jealousy ate away at him anyway. He felt capable of a murderous rampage every time his imagination cooked up a picture of them, but what could he do? Nothing, but simmer.

	His fingernails stabbed into his temple as another wave of resentment struck him, and he gulped down the bile that had started to scorch his windpipe. A deep and guttural growlmade his whole body vibrate, and he willed himself to stay seated, knowing he would most likely slam his fist into the wall until his knuckles were shrapnel if he moved from the couch.

	He had no idea how long it had been since she'd left him, barely minutes probably, but itfelt like his loneliest hour.

	 

	
He had always been so…trained and disciplined with his behaviour, but a mere moment aloneinaroomwithherhadhimbeingcompletelydrivenbyhisurges,andthatpetrified

	him. Control was essential, but his brain might as well be spattered against the wall for allthe good it was doing right now. There was a massive gap in his head, which his prejudices had

	once occupied, and now it was just becoming stocked with herinstead. Her words.

	Herface.

	Her scent, her smiles, hersighs.Granger…

	He snapped his head up when the door opened, and it completely knocked the air out of him when he realised that she'd come back. Her breathing was erratic and her face rosy-flushed, and her curls had returned to their wild state, framing her face perfectly. Between theheaves of her chest and her dilated eyes, she looked bewildered but bloody edible. The soft sway of her inky-blue dress waved at him, and he was on his feet in a heart's thud; acting solely oninstinct.

	They locked eyes across the room, and the confusion and tension practically rippledbetween them, and Draco willed himself to remain stoic. He could very well be getting ahead of himself; Granger might have simply forgotten something, and it would do him no favours to gethishopesup.Butfromtheanxiousexpressioncarvedintoherprettyfeatures,hecould tell she was here for a specific reason, and a knot of excitement and apprehension clotted hisgut.

	Hisfeetbegantomoveoftheirownaccord.

	He needed to get to her before she over-analysed the situation and made another break for it, leaving him behind once again to stew in her shadow. He was beyond trying to suppress his want for her tonight, and perhaps if they could just…accept the unavoidable spark, shewould be out of his system, and it would be the end of his irrational weakness for her.

	"I…I have no idea what I'm doing here," Hermione mumbled as he stopped right in frontofher.

	Draco was struggling not to grab her and cement the inevitable, so he settled fortentatively raising his hand to cup her cheek and trace her lip-line with his thumb. He felt her heavy

	swallow,andhesteppedcloserintoherspaceasshesealedhereyesfromhim.Hecould

	imagine the internal debate going on behind her fluttering lids, and he held his breath asshe parted her lips.

	"Ijust…"shewhisperedwithobviousnerves."Ijustwantedonenightto-

	"Onenight,"heagreedforsanity'ssake,beforeswiftlyslicingthefinalinchesbetweenthem.

	 

	
Her sigh of surrender tickled his tonsils as he latched onto her mouth; finding she tasted of blueberries and promises tonight, and it was intoxicating. The lustful twitch in his stomach quickly came back to life as he gorged on her with all the frustration she had left him with. He clutched her sides possessively and held her firmly in place, adamant that she wouldnot escape this again; not that she gave him any indication that she intended to.

	While Hermione's kisses and gestures were slightly timid, there was no hesitation, andshe matched his passion with a perfect pace that left her feeling light-headed. She planted her palms on his face and laced her fingernails into his snow-soft hair so she could pull him a little closer. Godric, she was petrified, but it was exhilarating to have him doing such wonderful and brain-damning things to her mouth.

	Shehadnoideawheretheboldimpulsecamefrom,butshedraggedherhandsdownhis chest and tugged at the seam of his black jumper. Her fingertips grazed across his skin asshe shifted the material up his torso, and Draco broke their kiss to help her; roughly yanking it

	overhisheadandtossingittotheside.

	Hermione took the stolen seconds to let her eyes wander over his naked skin. He was a hypnotising shade of moonlight; not too muscular or lean, just beautifully seeker-builtwith lines and curves that begged to be touched.

	She barely managed to release an admiring gasp before they were kissing again; fast and frantic like time-fated lovers. She ran her curious hands over his chest, feeling him groan against her tongue and tighten the grip on her waist. Her thighs clenched whensomething sensual tickled behind her navel, and her heartbeats were roaring in her ears.

	Draco quickly spun them around, refusing to lose the connection of lips and teeth as hebegan toguidethemtotheothersideofthedormwithhaste-clumsymovements.Hermione hummed into his mouth as he slammed her back into her bedroom door and chewed on her bottom lip. A dazed sigh escaped her as he moved his attention to her throat, sucking softly at her pulse and encouraging a dreamy shiver to waltz down her spine.

	"Password,Granger,"heraspedbreathlesslyagainstherskin.

	She blinked and tried to gather her concentration. "Crookshanks," she rushed out, andDraco steadied her as the door gave way.

	Her room was dark, save the knowing glow of tenacious moon-rays, and she let it engulf her.It felt secure in here; a safe place to store dangerous secrets and forbidden fantasies, and she angled Draco's face so she could kiss him again, hoping that he would swallow theremainder of her stubborn qualms.

	Draco could feel the anxiety in her stance, but as he glided his hands across her shoulder- blades, he felt enough of her tension slip away for him to tug at the straps on her dress.The navy gown pooled at her feet with a hearty thud, and he frowned when he felt her stiffenagain.

	He pulled back to give her a meaningful look, but he couldn't help but let his hazy stareroam down her shape. His stomach constricted, and he felt himself go harder as he absorbed her;

	 

	
yes, he had imagined her in those pathetic mornings hunched against the wall next to the bathroom, but he had underestimated her appeal. She was more feminine and alluring than the images his brain had conjured; clad in a simple set of blue underwear that wastypically practical, but didn't detract from curves and creases that made his eyes dance. By the dim light, her olive skin and tawny features looked like toffee, and for a brief moment, he was completely awe-struck.

	Definitelynotugly…orfilthy…

	Her unease became obvious as her arms moved to cover her body, and he quicklycaptured her lips again before she had a chance to be stolen by doubt. He'd be damned if he let that happen when he'd come this far.

	He slipped his hand between them to unfasten his trousers and manoeuvred them furtherinto the room. With her bed in sight, something he had craved since the couple of nights he had slept in here, he felt his heart thunder against his ribs as she went back to grasping his face with slightly trembling hands. He pushed her, as gently as his need would allow, into the mattress and crawled over her; still feasting on her mouth.

	He felt the nerves seize her muscles again as he reached behind to unclasp her bra, andhe deepened the kiss to distract her; pleading to non-existent entities that she would abandon logic, like he had.

	He grazed his teeth across the bumps of her collarbone and relished the moan thatghosted acrosshisforehead.Shewasslowlygivingin;hecouldfeelit.Heknewshecouldfeelhis

	desire pressed against her inner thigh, and he moved his hand between them and wriggledout of his boxers so he could feel flesh against flesh.

	His fingers tucked into the hem of her underwear, and he slowly slid them down her thighs, knees and shins with medal-worthy patience. He could feel her vibrating with suspense and uncertainty, and he glanced up to find her bathed in creamy moonlight and watching himwith wide and wary eyes. He tilted his head to reach for her mouth again and tried to settle himself between her legs, but her shaky voice made him freeze.

	"Draco, wait," Hermione murmured. He flinched as his face lingered above hers, silently vowing to Salazar's soul that if she told him she couldn't do this, he would surrender hismind come morning. She licked her lips and gave him a pleading look, before she forced the

	delicatewordstoleaveher."Pleasegoslow."

	His brow creased at the implications of her request. "I thought you weren't avir- "I'm not," she interrupted; a fiery blush staining her cheeks. "But I…only once."Pressure…

	He realised how much she was giving him then, and he fought hard not to be affected byit. The lusty throbs in his chest ached for a moment with something else; something painfully pleasant that made him decide not to be selfish tonight.

	 

	
"Put your hands on my shoulders," he directed quietly, waiting until she complied beforehe continued. "If it hurts, grip as tight as you need to, and bite down on my lip."

	His words seemed to soothe her qualms, and she gave him a slow nod of assent before craning her neck to steal a calming kiss. He instantly intensified it, learning her slowlyand knowing that it was best to keep her busy while his fingers trailed over her stomach and ducked between her thighs to see if she was ready.

	DespitetheconflictingnotionssoobviouslyscramblingGranger'shead,herbodywas

	sublime and keen for him; perfectly damp and silky beneath his fingertips. Shoving aside his impatience, he stroked the pad of his thumb over her most sensitive spot, which earned hima timid moan, and he slipped two fingers inside to help prepare her for him. After a few long minutes of rotating his digits, and some more feminine sighs tickling the roof of his mouth,

	hedecidedhehadwaitedlongenough,anddoneallhecouldtorelaxher.

	Draco positioned himself appropriately and Hermione instantly trapped his bottom lip between her teeth. He rubbed her sides in soothing circles as he finally entered her, and her fingernails stabbed into his shoulders as she choked on a whimper. He couldn't help the velvety hiss as she dragged him in; barely noticing her desperate grasp on his shouldersand all sensation rushed south. She was tight with inexperience and panic, and she felt fucking fantastic, but he wanted her to enjoy this.

	"Relax,"hemurmuredagainsthermouth."It'salright."

	He knew she needed to accommodate to him, so he fought his urges and remained still,resting his forehead against hers and hoping that her pain would subside quickly. Carefully easing out and then filling her again, he repeated his painfully slow movements until her fingers had stopped digging into his skin and she freed his lip. He dipped his head to thecrook of her neck, remembering that she had been rather fond of his mouth teasing herthere, as he quickened his rhythm.

	Hermione lost her concentration as the pain ebbed, and she heard her pants grow heavy as his ministrations stirred something inside of her. Each of his strokes seemed to feed the flicker of this foreign sensation just under her stomach, and she instinctively writhed her hips to tryand get more. Draco lifted his head to hover his lips over hers; barely touching as his volatile breaths fell into her mouth and tingled her tongue. Their glazed stares locked as a throatygroanrumbledinhischest,andHermionefelttheexquisiteknotthathehadcreatedswell and tingle.

	Draco snaked his arms around her back and sat up, pulling her up with him as he rested back against his haunches. She was flush against his sweat-sodden chest, and he held her head firmly as they kissed again, more fervidly than they ever had, as he adjusted them to the new angle.Knowingthatthispositionwouldbrushagainstherreceptivebud,herockedhiships in purposeful patterns, before ripping his mouth away to freckle wet pecks over her chestandbreasts.

	Her little, dulcet sounds were becoming more fervent, and he could feel her muscles startingtotenseuparoundhimasshebegantoquiverinhisarms.Theheavyhammeringofherheart

	 

	
against his lips told him she was close, and he willed himself to restrain the bliss bubblingin his own system.

	He'dbedamnedifhedidn'tfeelherunravelaroundhim.

	Hermionefinallycoughedoutastutteringcryaspulsatingheatspreadfromhercoreand

	made her insides clench. Her control was lost as she shuddered gracelessly, and allowedthe bizarre but beautiful sensations to consume her. Draco clutched her tightly to him as she

	came undone, grabbing her face and combing back her brazen mane to witness the wonderin her eyes.

	With a few more twists of his hips and the ripples of her rapture around him, Draco felt the bubble in his loins burst and release into her. He smothered his growling groan against her throat and clung to her as she absently soothed him; stroking his hair and sighing againsthis neck. He shivered as her nails caught the tip of his spine; his breaths calming as the buzz began to fade, and his limbs became lead-heavy.

	She was weak in his hold, resting her head against his as she hummed lazy kisses across his shoulders.Heslowlyeasedthembackintothepillows,absentlygrabbingtheforgotten covers and shielding them from the chill. Disentangling limbs and flesh, Draco settled nextto her on the bed, observing the witch intently as her lashes fluttered and she nibbled her lip. He could feel the awkward silence sneaking up on them as their post-bliss breaths simmeredaway, leaving them with the inevitable questions and an unwelcoming reality.

	"Draco,I-

	"Rest,Granger,"hetoldher.

	"I just wanted to say thank you," Hermione whispered tiredly; her lids falling shut."Forbeing…gentle."

	He frowned at the affection in her tone, knowing that in a few hours, it would all be different. By the garish rays of morning, he would hate himself for giving in, and she would feel used and betrayed. The night provided them with peace and secrecy, and for that reason alone, he raised his hand to brush away the unruly coffee-curls around her face. She was on the crestof sleep, and she sighed at his touch; mumbling something incoherent as he glided his finger across her eyebrow.

	He snatched his hand away when he realised what he was doing, and scolded himself for prolonging the inappropriate intimacy. Leaving would have been logical, but his bonesfelt burdened and Granger's bed was so warm. He lied down and faced her; not touching, but possibly closer than was necessary, but sleep stole him before he could question it.

	Heresentedtomorrowforbeingunavoidable.

	.

	 

	
***

	 

	 

	.

	Hermionewokewithsorelimbsandatendernessbetweenherlegsthatveeredbetween

	pleasure and pain. With passion-bruised lips and the taste of a Slytherin on her tongue, she cracked open her eyes to scrutinise the still-warm space next to her. She'd expected him to leave, so when her sleepy stare moved and found his silhouette crowding the windowframe, she was more than a little surprised.

	Shecarefullysatupsoshecouldseehisexpression;hispalefeaturessetinapensivefrown as he glared out the window. He was fully-dressed, rubbing his chin, and looking tootroubled to realise that she was even awake.

	"Ithoughtyou'dleave,"shebrokethecalminascratchyvoice.

	Draco didn't look at her. "It seemed pointless when you can just wander into myroom whenever you like," he told her steadily.

	Hermione took a deep breath before she gathered a sheet around her and left the bed, taking slow strides towards him with no idea what she intended to do. When she was closeenough, she realised that the view outside was frosted with white, and the dreamy snow was pouring down fast. She couldn't help but gasp as a small smile crawled up her cheeks, oblivious that Draco was studying her now and contemplating dragging her back to bed to extend their forbidden activities. The room was heavy with their mingled scents and it was like an aphrodisiac, but something about her innocent grin niggled at him.

	"What are you so bloody happy about?" he questioned sharply, resting his chin againsthis knuckles in an attempt to appear blasé.

	"It'ssnowing."

	Hearchedaneyebrow."And?"

	"Ihavebeenwaitingforittosnow,"shesaidsoftly.

	She was close enough now that he could reach out and touch her if he wanted to, but he refrained, even if it was ridiculously tempting. Post-coital mornings suited Granger verywell; withherbushyhairandblushingcheeks,andwhenhiseyescaughtmarksonherneckfrom hismouth,hefelthisgrointighten.Hetorehisintriguedgazeawayfromherandclenched his jaw, determined to say his piece and then get out of the room.

	"Look,Granger-

	"Do you…do you regret what happened last night?" she interrupted uneasily, toying withthe sheet between her fingers.

	 

	
He cringed because he had no idea how to answer that question. "Do you?" hecounteredinstead.

	Hermionelickedherlips."No,Idon't,andI…Idon'tthinkyoudoeither."

	"It's irrelevant," he mumbled, averting his eyes. "It shouldn't have happened, and itshouldn't happen again-

	"Shouldn't?"

	"Won't,"hecorrectedquickly."Itcan't-

	"Why?" she pushed boldly, irritated by his dismissal. "Because I'm aMuggle-born?""Granger-

	"You know, you don't look at me with disgust anymore," she told him calmly. "Quitethe opposite, actually-

	"Whatwereyouhopingtogainfromthis,Granger?"heaskedbluntly."YouknowwhoIam-

	"Yes, I do," she agreed. "And I know that you don't really believe all that rubbish, orlast night wouldn't have happened-

	"Lastnightwasaclearindicationthatthisplacehasfuckedwithmyheadtoomuch-

	"Stop it!" she snapped angrily. "Stop trying to blame this on everything else! It'sbloody pathetic! You knew what you were doing!"

	"Andsodidyou!"

	"I'mnotdenyingthat!"sheshouted."DoImeannothingtoyou?"

	He gnashed his teeth and fixed her with a cold look. Merlin knew why, but thatcomment irked him like hell. "You don't get it, do you?" he sneered. "I am one of them now-

	"Oneofwho?"

	"A fucking blood traitor!" he shouted, abruptly rising from his seat. "I have screwed overmy family, so don't you DARE question how I feel about you!"

	Hermione gasped at his outburst, and they both froze in place, barely inches apart. Shockand outrage flickered in Draco's eyes as he realised what he'd said, and he would have given anythingtosuckthewordsbackin.Shereachedoutahandtotouchhischeek,buthebatted it away out of principle, refusing to feel more foolish than he already did.

	"Fuckthis,"hegrumbled,headingtowardsthedoor."I'mnotdoingthisnow-

	"Draco, wait," Hermione called, stalling him before he could reach the door. "I…I'msorry but I can't live with you after last night if you're going to be like this."

	 

	
Hefelthischesttwitchpainfully."Whatdoyoumean?"

	"If…if you want this to really stop now," she continued in a sad and stuttering tone. "Then I will see if McGonagall can find s-somewhere else for you to stay. I…I can't do this withyou anymore. Not after what's happened between us."

	Somewhereelse?Withouther?

	The thought alone made him feel physically sick. Things were irrevocably different now; he had seen her bare and uninhibited, and whether they liked it or not, they owned a part ofeach other. Even when the fingerprints on his shoulders and the dents in his lip had disappeared,

	the memories would still be there; crisp and clear, and ready for him replay whenever he liked. And the fact of the matter was he wanted more memories, but Merlin knew hispride had already taken a battering this morning.

	"AndIsupposeyouwantmyanswernow?"

	He heard her sniff behind him. "You have the weekend," she murmured gently. "I wantan answer by Monday."

	Hermione watched him square his shoulders and push open the door, leaving her behindwith theevidenceoftheirintimacy;crumpledsheetsandthesmelloflustmistingtheair.Shesat at the window and brushed aside her tears, counting snowflakes in a futile effort to detract from how vulnerable she felt at that moment.

	She knew that he felt something for her; he had blurted it out himself, and his tendernessfrom last night had made her feel so safe, but she knew how stubborn he could be. She honestly had no idea if he would choose to stay, or decide that their liaison had gone toofar, but she knew that if he left, it would devastate her. She almost regretted her ultimatum, but

	she refused to look at him everyday and feel discarded; used and then tossed aside becauseof his crushing pride.

	Ifhechosetoremainhere,itwouldbeenoughforher.

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	BySundayevening,Dracowasreadytohaveahernia.

	Granger had left on Saturday morning, no more than an hour after she had dealt him the option of leaving, and she had yet to return. He had no idea where she'd stayed, but at one point, he had actually found himself concerned that something might have happened toher.

	Logichadcaughtupwithhim,andhe'drealisedthatMcGonagallwouldhavepaidhimavisit

	 

	
by now if that had been the case, but nevertheless, his consideration for her well-beinghad sobered him immensely.

	It would have been sensible to accept Granger's offer of an alternate prison and go cold-turkey,butinreality,ithadneverbeenanoption.Shehadsomehowgonefrombeingthe most irritating aspect of this hell, to the reason he was still sane. Without her, he knew thathe would crumble like sea-shattered cliffs. He wanted to touch her again; craved her actually, although he had no idea why.

	Itjust…madesense.

	He came to the conclusion that it was simply a bi-product of his isolation, and if heneeded her to steady his mind until he escaped Hogwarts, then so be it. Once he was free, things would return to normal, and nobody would ever know about his disgraceful behaviour.

	Everythingthathappensinthisroomremainsbetweenus.

	Heheardthemaindooropenandclose,andhelistenedintentlytothetell-talefootstepsof his witch as she went to her room. He could discern the sounds of her shuffling around for a few moments, before she was on the move again, heading to the bathroom this time, and flicking on the shower. The familiar beats of falling clothes roused reminiscent flashbacksof Friday night, and images of navy gowns and olive skin flashed across the backs of his lids.

	He thought twice, and then once more before he was on his feet; dangerous intentionsmaking him stiff between the hips.

	He'dspenttoolongimagininghershowers.

	He crept silently towards the bathroom, hoping that she had forgotten to lock the door,and luck was apparently on his side today. He slipped inside and took a healthy gulp of the cherry-scented steam, carefully beginning to discard his clothes as he eyed Granger's oblivious shadow dancing across the shower-curtain.

	His pulse was throbbing loudly in his ears by the time he removed his boxers to the firstof Granger's bathroom moans, and he eagerly padded across the floor, and stepped into thecubicle.

	He stared at her naked back, following the droplets of water that trickled from her long tresses and landed at the charming dimple just above her buttocks, before sliding downher shapely legs. He reached out to touch her, but the moment his fingers grazed her skin, she whipped around with terrified eyes and feeble attempts to hide her precious parts.

	He managed to muffle her scream with a hasty kiss, enjoying the odd sensation of shower- drops gliding between their lips. Hermione squirmed for a few seconds, but she yieldedwhen his thumbs skimmed down the column of her neck and drew feather-soft patterns just underher ears. He slowly pushed her against the tiled wall and frowned when he felt her break the kiss and brace her hands against his chest.

	"Whatareyoudoing?"sheaskedbetweenheavybreaths.

	 

	
It'sjustuntilyougetoutofhere…

	With the security of his deluded mindset that this would all evaporate once he was out ofher room, he set his jaw and gave her a decisive look.

	"I'mstaying."
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	Hermione groaned into the pillow as her alarm chased away the whispers of her playfuldream. Draco had been deliriously wonderful last night, just as he had been their first time; patient and unselfish, but still oozing that stubborn nonchalance that was definitivelyMalfoy and rather alluring. The nerves had affected her again, but she had certainly felt more

	comfortable this time, and something about the water trickling between their bodieshad soothed her qualms and tickled her in a delicate but delicious way.

	Wrapyourlegsaroundmywaist.

	Her sore muscles clenched as she recalled his lips and mumbles against her throat, lullingher into a place that felt sinful and yet somehow safe. She had let him press her against the tiles and rouse that throbbing warmth in her stomach, amongst the rose-scented steam and the echoes of pulsing water. She had quaked and moaned with abandon, like Friday, and then he hadcarriedhertoherroom,waitinguntilshehadgatheredhersensesbeforejoiningtheir hips again to satisfy himself.

	Granger…

	With her body sated, she had simply watched him with fascination as he sought his own release. His features had softened and he'd looked completely unburdened for those brief moments, and she had absently freckled kisses across his jaw and neck. She had studiedhim intently and silently decided that he had never looked more beautiful and free, and she had kissed him hard when he had let go. Her sheets were still damp from shower-drops andsweat, and while she knew the space next to her was empty, she peeked under her lashes anyway; just to check.

	Shewasalone,butthatwas…okay.

	He had come to her last night, and that was enough for now. His pride was taking a severe beating, and she was wise enough to know that it would take time for him to adapt totheir… odd situation, as did she. Truth be told, she wasn't exactly sure what she hoped to gain fromall this, but she knew she liked him, and Luna's words had her tempted to act on impulses.

	Sometimes, Wars can bring good things. They can teach people to hold on to what feelsright, even if there are risks involved.

	She had a feeling fate would work against her but, just this once, she decided to letthings happen and follow the flow. Merlin knew, she would find it hard not to over-analyse the

	strange relationship with her Slytherin houseguest, but she was learning him, and rushingto make decisions or find conclusions would prove futile.

	 

	
A quick glance at her clock warned her that she had remained in bed too long and was slightly late, and she quickly began her morning routine before she went to meet McGonagall. Classes had ended so that the Headmistress could start sending homestudents for the Christmas Holidays as safely as possible, and Hermione and the other Prefects had agreed to assist her. Unfortunately, Michael would be there too, which meant she would finally have to face the Head Boy after running away from him at the Ball with noexplanation.

	She had already fed the excuse of a sudden stomach bug to Ginny and her other friendswhen she had stayed in the Gryffindor common room on Saturday night, and she hoped the white

	lie was substantial enough for Michael to believe. Striding down the familiar corridors, she checked her reflection in a frosty window-pane to ensure that any marks left by Draco had been successfully covered by her rushed Glamour Charms, before slipping down the hallfor McGonagall's office.

	A guilty flush crawled into her cheeks as she heard the familiar voices drift down thecorridor; McGonagall, Michael, Neville, Ginny, amongst the other Prefects. If she had felt guilty after kissing Draco, the paranoia was driving her mind to madness now. Surely they would notice her slightly swollen lips? Or glimpse an ill-disguised bruise from a roughkiss? Or realise that there was a hint of masculine scent to her now?

	Sucking in a deep breath, she pushed open the door and flinched when about twelve pairsof eyes shot over to her.

	"SorryI'mlate,"shemumbled,accidentallycatchingMichael'sstare."Ioverslept."

	"It's alright, Hermione," McGonagall assured, gesturing for her to take a seat. "Youknow mostofthisanyway.Iwasjustexplainingthatthefirstgroupofstudentswillbeheading

	home today around three O'clock. Madame Maxime has agreed to lend us her Abraxans,and they should be arriving about two so I you might need to assist Hagrid."

	"How many students are there going to be?" Neville asked, scribbling down notes on apiece of parchment. "If I'm escorting them home, I want to make sure I'm not missing anyone."

	"Twenty-two, including you, Mr Longbottom," she replied. "After they have all beendropped off, the horses will take you to your home, and find their way back to Beauxbatons, but all of you should help to ensure that the listed students are accounted for."

	"Who'stakingthenextgrouponWednesday?"Ginnyasked.

	"Iam,"Leeraisedhishand."I'musingtheCharmedBus,right?"

	"Ibelieveso,"McGonagallnodded."AllthedetailsareontherotaI'vesentaround."

	"How many are staying behind, Professor?" Hermione questioned, purposefully keepingher eyes away from Michael.

	"Justahandful,"theHeadmistressexplained."Ithinktherearesixstudentsalltogether."

	 

	
Hermione concealed a frown as her friends continued with their questions, realising that it would very well be her loneliest Christmas this year. She only had herself to blame; she had offered to remain at the school, much to Ginny's irritation, but staying at the Burrow without Harry and Ron wouldn't have been the same. Plus, with Draco stashed away in her dorm, she felt responsible for ensuring that he remained hidden, and also for helping McGonagall keep things steady at Hogwarts. And the sad truth was, Hermione was content to let Christmasslip by like any other day this year.

	There was too much going on beyond the castle's walls, and it clouded the festive feelinglikeathickandpoisonoussmog.Theabsenceoffamiliarfriendsandfamilywouldleavean empty space in her chest, and with only a cold Slytherin lover for company, whom she wasstill struggling to understand, it was guaranteed to be sullen day.

	"Right," McGonagall's voice stole her blue thoughts. "If you could all make sure the right students are ready by two, then that's it for today, if there are no more questions?" Onlythe sound of the pupils gathering their belongings answered her. "Okay then, I will see you all later, and if you see anyone outside, tell them to mind the snow. Hermione, could you stay behind for a moment please?"

	"Okay," she nodded nervously, offering her friends soft smiles as they left her withthe Headmistress. "Is everything alright?"

	"Everything's fine," McGonagall assured her, muttering a Silencing Charm on the door."I just wanted to see how things were going with Mr Malfoy?"

	She tried so hard not blush. "Fine," she managed steadily. "I think…he's settled down abitnow."

	"Sohe'scalmeddown?"McGonagallpressed."He'sstoppedbeinghostile?"

	"No…he's not hostile," Hermione murmured distantly. "He's just…better now. I thinkwe have become accustomed to each other."

	"That's good," she agreed. "I wanted to thank you again for staying here over Christmas.Miss Lovegoodisstilluncertainifsheisstayingornot,soIknowyouwon'treallyhaveany friends here, and this isn't your home-

	"It's okay," the young witch shrugged. "It's just another day, right? And Hogwarts feelslike home sometimes, but it's just not the same without Harry and Ron."

	"Well, I know that your current living arrangements aren't ideal," McGonagall continuedwitha thoughtful tone. "So I wanted to let you know that you are more than welcome to join the

	otherstaffandmyselffortheday-

	"Thanks for the offer, Professor," Hermione interrupted quietly. "But I think I'll just stayin my dorm and keep things normal."

	"You don't mind spending it alone with Mr Malfoy?" the Headmistress asked, archinganeyebrow.

	 

	
"I just want it to be like any normal day," she replied, keeping her features as even as possible. "Plus, it wouldn't really be…right to leave Draco completely alone onChristmas Day. He must feel lonely enough as it is."

	Minervahummedinthought."Youare…softeningtowardshim?"

	"I-I just…," Hermione stuttered, releasing she had possibly revealed too much. "Ijust understand him better, and I doubt leaving him alone would do any good for his…disposition."

	"I guess not," McGonagall agreed with a sceptical tone. "Well, if you change your mind,you are free to join us."

	"Thankyou,"shesaid,risingfromherseat."I'llseeyoulateron,Professor."

	With a parting smile from the Headmistress, Hermione shuffled out of the office with asecret reminder to watch how she referred to Draco in McGonagall's presence. Turning into the

	corridor, she sighed, but it caught in her throat when she felt a masculine hand hook ontoherelbow.

	"Michael," she breathed harshly when she recognised the set of brown eyes regardingher anxiously. "You made me jump."

	"Sorry," he mumbled awkwardly. "I was hoping we could talk about what happened? Attheball?"

	"Right," she nodded absently. "Yes, of course,I- "Perhaps we could discuss it in your dorm?"

	"I fancied having a wander," she told him quickly. "Could we walk around and talk about it?I don't really want to be cooped up in my room today."

	"Okay,"heagreed,leadingthemintoaslowstrolldowntheenptycorridors."So-

	"I am really sorry," she blurted, pushing a few strands of hair behind her ears. "Aboutleaving you there like I did. I didn't feel very well-

	"It's alright, Hermione," he frowned. "You don't need to lie. I know you were thinkingabout him and that-

	"Him?"sherepeated."I-

	"Ron," he clarified with a knowing look. "I'm sorry, I didn't realise you two were serious,but Ginny explained everything to me."

	"I see," Hermione said uncomfortably, pushing aside some guilt that had invadedher stomach. "Right…well, I-

	 

	
"I don't want things to be awkward between us," he interrupted, steering her around acorner towards the library. "I consider you a friend, and I wouldn't want things to-

	"I'd like us to be friends," she told him honestly. "And I'm sorry I didn't make myrelationship with…Ronmoreclear.It'sjustabitcomplicatedwithhimbeingaway,andtheWargoingon."

	"That'sokay,"Michaelnodded."Wouldyoulikemetowalkyoubacktoyourroom?"

	"I think I'm going to spend some time in the library," she supplied. "I have some things Ineed to do, but thanks anyway. I'll meet you later on to start rounding up the first leavers."

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	Dracowatchedthelightsnowfallontheothersideofthewindowpane.

	He had never been a particular fan of it, but after weeks of the same views from this room,he had to admit that the crisp, white landscape looked somewhat picturesque. After too many weeks stuck inside this shit-pit, he was beginning to forget what the outside felt like, and he could honestly say that he missed it.

	He'd heard Granger leave a good hour ago, but she was still here. Her scent hung in theair and he could still taste her against his tongue, and he tried to pinpoint when exactly her

	essencehadturnedfromanirritantintoacomfort.

	Despite his personal promises that shagging Granger would be a one-time incident, hehad already resigned himself to the fact that he would do it again, and again, until that

	troublesome craving for her in his gut had ebbedaway. If it ebbed away.

	At least he had managed to wake up before her. Every self-respecting male knew that lingering in a post-coital bed meant something deeper than a physical tumble betweenthe sheets, and he'd sooner Crucio himself before he let that happen.

	Itwasonlymeanttobeonenight…

	That little theory had certainly shrivelled up and died if their shower antics were anythingto go by. He blamed her threat of a new prison for this.

	He could have questioned his reasons for pursuing Granger, and possibly given himselfa herniaintheprocess,butthereseemedlittlepointinover-thinkingaproblemthathadno

	 

	
solution. Knowing it was something he would definitely regret, he had decided totake Granger's earlier advice, and just do what felt right for the time being.

	There was nobody here to judge him or scold his deranged and dangerous behaviour, and when she was the only element of his isolation that made his instincts tingle and hisblood rush, refusing the desire to touch her wasn't an option.

	If this was insanity, then all that talk about the happiness of madness was beginning tomakesense.

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	After spending a few hours amongst more books on Horcruxes, Hermione had said her goodbyes to Neville and the other students before they'd left Hogwarts behind to join their families. They had been a little delayed when a fifth year had taken a nap and failed toshow up on time, and by the time the herd of Abraxans had taken flight, the dark, winter sky had started to drown the white hills.

	She had found herself strolling around the snow-covered grounds for a couple of hours, relishing the pleasing crunchy noises beneath her feet as she went. She bent down to rakeher fingers through the sugary powder, uncaring that it was so cold it made her hands burn.

	ShecastaWarmingCharmandseatedherselfonatreestumptogazeupattheclearskies.

	She adored nights like this; when the clouds had retreated, and the stars were sprinkledacross the navy universe like frosty freckles.

	She began to play dot-to-dot in her head, finding the constellation Lyra easily with its bright star, Vega. Her studious stare instinctively shifted to Draco, and she followed the serpentine sway of the long trail of stars. They winked at her and she simply stared at it for a few moments, appreciating the beauty and complexity, before deciding that it was getting toolate and dark to be alone.

	Back in the walls of Hogwarts, she made her way back to her room; distracted by concerns about how to act in her Slytherin companion's presence after two nights under his spell.She was moving past the kitchens without paying much attention, when a firm tug on her robes startled her out of her daze.

	"Bloody hell!" she gasped, clutching her chest as she whipped around and gave theconfused House-elf an apologetic look. "Sorry, Dobby. You gave me a bit of a fright."

	"Dobby is sorry, Miss," he apologised earnestly. "Dobby has been looking for you! I havea gift for you!"

	 

	
"Agift?"Hermionerepeatedwithafrown."Youdidn'tneedtogetmeanything,Dobby."

	"It's a Christmas tree," the small creature explained, reaching into the flimsy pocket of histop toremoveasmallsapling."Imanagedtosaveagoodoneforyou,Miss!It'spretty!Miss must use the Finite spell, and it will grow into the tree I chose for you!"

	She offered him a weak smiled. "That was very sweet of you, Dobby," she said. "But Idon't think I'm having a tree this year. Perhaps one of the Professors would like-

	"Miss must have a tree!" he protested enthusiastically, pushing the small seed into herhand. "Miss needs a tree for Christmas!"

	Hermione accepted the thoughtful present and decided that arguing was both futile and ungrateful. "Thank you, Dobby," she nodded, giving him a friendly pat on the back."That was very thoughtful of you."

	"Missisverywelcome!"hebeamedather."Dobbymustgonow,musthelpWinkyclean!"

	With a snap of his fingers, he disappeared, and Hermione eyed the sapling in her palm for a moment, before she continued to head towards her room. She contemplated leaving it as it was, but that seemed almost cruel when Dobby had taken the time to select it for her. Asshe pushed open her door, her eyes automatically landed on Draco's room, and she felt littlepixies prance in her stomach, as the always seemed to do now. Shrugging away her nerves, she placed the sapling in the darkest corner of the sitting area, and stepped back before removing her wand.

	With a quiet mumble of the appropriate spell, she watched a trunk slowly rise up and sprout long branches with healthy, evergreen pine needles. By the time the Douglas Fir hadfinished its regeneration, it was just over six feet tall and, as Dobby had promised, a fine specimenwith perfect proportions and a refreshing smell.

	Hermioneangledherwandandhadanincantationtodecoratethetreeonthetipofher tongue, but she hesitated. She lowered her arm and headed into her bedroom, kneeling at the charmed trunk by her bed and rummaging for the bag of red and gold Christmas decorations that her mother had given her before she'd returned to Hogwarts. Her lips creased into a sad frown as she considered how much she missed her parents, but she carried the small bag,also spelled with an Undetectable Extension Charm, back to the sitting area anyway, and began to absently hang baubles and tinsel from the sturdy branches.

	That was how Draco found her; fawny-eyes distant and forlorn as she toyed with a snowflake-shaped ornament between her fingertips. He cocked a curious eyebrow andtook

	some steps towards her, stopping a few feet short of her back and scowling when she gaveno indication that she was aware of him.

	"Why don't you just use a spell to put those on?" he questioned bluntly. "You're justwasting time and energy."

	He heard her release a sad breath before she latched the snowflake onto the tree. "I like todoit this way," she told him. "It reminds me of home."

	 

	
"And red and gold trimmings?" he commented snidely. "How very predictable ofyou,Granger."

	"It has nothing to do with the Gryffindor colours," she replied in a blank tone. "My family always have red and gold on the tree. I always thought that green, red and gold gotogether really well."

	He debated disagreeing with her for the sake of it, but the defeated slump of hershoulders made him pause. Rolling his eyes at himself for being too mindful of her feelings, he collapsed onto the sofa and regarded her carefully; already sensing that persistent itch to touch her pull at his stomach.

	"Exactly how many days are there before Christmas?" heasked. "It's the fourteenth today," she mumbled. "Eleven days."

	Dracoclearedhisthroat."Andyou'restayinghere?"

	"Yes,"shenoddedasshecontinuedherwork."Itwasthesafestoption."

	"I would have pegged you for a Christmas enthusiast, Granger," he admitted in a stoictone. "But you seem…indifferent."

	"There's hardly anything to celebrate this year," she sighed, finally turning to face him."Was there anything you wanted for Christmas?"

	He narrowed his eyes and gave her a cold stare. "Freedom from thishell-hole?" "You know that's not possible-

	"Then no," he grumbled, resting his elbows against his thighs. "And if you aren'tbothered about Christmas, why have a tree at all?"

	"It was a gift," Hermione shrugged. "If you change your mind, I'm taking a tripto Hogsmeade on Saturday-

	"I don't need anything," he affirmed in a gruff voice. "If I have to spend the day in thisplace, then I'd rather ignore it all together."

	Shebobbedherheadinagreement."Thatsoundsfine."

	A melancholic silence drifted between them as she half-heartedly planted the last of her decorations on the branches, and she reached into her bag to remove the final piece; the essential star to crown the tree. She examined the striking design and stroked her fingerover the edge as she counted the pretty sequins and followed their intricate patterns.

	"My father always used to put the star on the tree," Hermione murmured, unsure if Dracowas even listening to her. "It was always something the man of the home did. A tradition, youknow?"

	 

	
She glanced up to find her new lover watching her with hooded eyes, and his lips set intoa stern line. After a few moments, he exhaled and shook his head, as though he was angry at himself, before fixing her with a yielding look of understanding.

	"Wehadthesametradition,"heconfessedreluctantly.

	Hermione swallowed back the nerves in her throat and extended her arm to offer him thestar. "I guess that would be you here," she said. "Care to do the honours?"

	Dracopushedawayherhand."Thisisn'tahome,Granger."

	"It's the closest thing we've got to one," she offered sadly. "Besides, I can'treach- "I'm not putting it on the tree," he finalised. "Just leave it, Granger."

	She frowned in defeat and placed it on the coffee table, shuffling her feet as she gatheredthe courage to mumble her next words. "Draco, I've been thinking-

	"Shocker-

	"Should we…," she trailed off with uncertainty. "Should we talk aboutour…situation?" "No," he replied quickly. "Talking about it won't make a difference-

	"ButI-

	"Just leave things be, Granger," he hushed with a tense jaw. "Weren't you the one who saidit was best to just let things flow?"

	Hereyeswidenedafractionatthatremark."IguessIdidsaythat-

	"Then I suggest you take a leaf out of your own book," he muttered; his eyes dropping tohis lap. "I made my decision clear last night, and I don't want to discuss it any further."

	Hermione chewed her bottom lip as she realised she wanted him to stay with her tonight,if only because today had been a bitter reminder of how lonely the next fortnight would inevitably be. She took a deep breath and tried to locate another dose of that Gryffindor bravery, which always seemed to wither whenever Draco was concerned.

	"I think I'm going to head to bed," she told him with a wavering voice. "Are you…areyoucoming?"

	He arched an eyebrow with slight surprise before he shook his head. "No," he answered,and Hermione had to fight hard to conceal her hurt.

	"Okay," she mumbled lamely, making her way towards her bedroom, feelingrather humiliated. "Goodnight then."

	"Granger," Draco called just before she reached the door. He clenched his eyes shutand massaged the bridge of his nose; conceding to the fact that his tattered dignity was

	 

	
questionablefromthispointon."Leaveyourdoorunlocked.Imightchangemymind."

	Hermione's mouth twitched into a private smile before she slipped into her room, leavingDraco behind to glare at her unfinished tree. He stayed still for long minutes; his mind burdened with conflicting notions as his eyes shifted to the star on the table. A growlrumbled in his throat before he grabbed it and marched over to the tree, reaching up to effortlessly

	placeinontopandcompletethetaskGrangerhadstarted.

	He stepped back to give it a critical look, and privately decided that green, red and golddid indeed compliment each other fairly well. With a final grunt of surrender, he turned on his heel, with no intention of heading to his own room.
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	I'm really sorry about the shortness, but I'm going to end it there with the promise thatI will have the next chapter (The Christmas Chapter) up before/on Christmas Day, andthat one will be a lot longer. I'd just like to thank you for your patience and your continued awesomeness with your support and reviews, and I honestly can't thank you enough. Thanks to the wonderful lovelies on Facebook for making me smile!

	I know this was a bit of filler chapter, and things are about to get more interesting asof the next chapter! Thanks again so much for all the wonderful reviews. 979...wow! If I reach 1,000, that would be the best Christmas present ever, and you shall hear my

	screams of joy in every corner of the globe. Let me know what you think, and expectthe next chapter I promise before/on Christmas.

	Also, I don't know if you noticed, but I've been using five-letter words for my chapter titles (started as an accident, but I'm determined to keep it going!) so if anyone hasany interesting or unique ones they can think of, let me know!

	Sorry again about the length and the wait…I feel bad…Let me know what youthink! Read and Review! (Because it's almost Christmas! ^_^)

	Bex-chan
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	Slight sexual connotations in this chapter. Also, towards the end, if I could recommend 'Ice Dance' by Danny Elfman (Edward Scissorhands) for a backtrack…Hope youenjoy.

	 

	 

	See the end of the chapter for morenotes

	 

	 

	Hermione felt the mattress shift beneath her, and she stifled the groan that tickled hertonsils as Draco closed the door behind him.

	The cold always seemed to replace him in her bed when he left her alone, feigning sleep and feeling disappointed, but this was how it had been for the last few days, and she knew better than to mention it to him. He had made it clear that he wasn't willing to broach the subjectof their bizarre relationship, and they had fallen into an pseudo-routine since Monday.

	The mornings would always begin like this one; Draco abandoning her between theirtell-tale sheets and silently sneaking back into his own room. She would then prepare him some food for the day, before heading to the library or to McGonagall's office to continue the time- consuming mission to get everyone home safe. Evenings provided them with burning expectations and awkward glances, that she personally hated. She knew it was simply a side- effect as they adjusted to their situation, but they were both fiery characters, and she missed

	theirwittyargumentsandheateddebates.

	She had a feeling they would be at each other's throats sooner or later; probably once her insecurities and nerves had faded a little, and Draco had accepted that he was attracted toaMuggle-born.

	Whentheeveningturnedintonight,shewouldslipawayintoherbedroomandleaveher

	door unlocked so that he could join her. There had been a couple of nights when his pride had apparently smothered his interest in her, and he had returned to his own room. That wasokay, for she felt her muscles needed some time to recover, but she found herself wanting him justto sleep with her and chase away the lonely nights.

	Butheneverdid.

	He would come into her room; kiss her like a fate-fearing man, strip them bare and satisfythem both, always insistent to make sure she was sated, even though it had seemed to take hours sometimes. She knew from Lavender's and Padma's chats about sex that it wasdifficult for women to consistently find that blissful release, but Draco determinedly worked on her

	receptive points until she trembled and moaned, and left them bothexhausted. But he never held her in the aftermath.

	 

	
He never offered any whisper of affection once they werefinished. He never stayed for more than a few hours.

	She would hear him leave and her heart would ache for a moment, before she reasonedwith herself that it was he was still battling his prejudices.

	Andthentheroutinewouldstartagain.

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	It was the last Saturday before Christmas, and she had agreed to meet Ginny for a tripto Hogsmeade to get any last-minute gifts. Ginny would be going back to the Burrow on

	Sunday, and while Hermione acknowledged that her friendship with the Weasley sisterhad been a little strained this term, she would still miss her.

	"I have a surprise for you," Ginny grinned as they headed into the village. "And I reckonit might actually put a smile on your face."

	Hermionearchedaneyebrow."I'mintrigued."

	The pretty redhead reached into her bag and removed two presents; one fist-sized inclumsy, red wrapping, and the other a slightly larger box with gold wrapping. Hermione's confused eyes flickered between the two gifts before giving Ginny an expectant look.

	"Aretheseforme?"

	"Certainly are," the younger witch nodded. "They're from Harry andRon." Hermione felt her mouth fall open. "What? How-

	"They sent them to Mum back in October," Ginny explained, pushing the presents intoher friend's hands. "She wanted to surprise you because she knows how much you're missingthem."

	"I can't believe they thought about it so early," she mumbled to herself, stroking herfingertips over the precious packages. "Thank you."

	"It'snoworry,"Ginnysaid."Theredone's-

	"From Ron," Hermione finished with a knowing twitch of her lips. "He never could wrapto save his life. He used to make Harry and I wrap the presents he'd bought for you and your

	 

	
family."

	"Lazy bugger," she rolled her eyes. "I'm dying to know what he got you though; send mean Owl after you open it. Mum said that my present from him was obvious."

	"Yougotpresentsfromthemtoo?"

	"They're waiting for me at home," she said. "I can safely guess that Ron got me anotherscarf, but I'm hoping Harry was a bit more inventive."

	A thoughtful expression crossed Hermione's features. "Is there no way we can sendthemanything?"

	"No," Ginny frowned, helping Hermione tuck the gifts into her bag. "Mum asked Remus,but we don't even know where they are, and Hedwig never waits around to give her anything."

	"Itwouldhavebeennicetogivethemsomething-

	"Don't," Ginny warned in a low tone. "These were supposed to cheer you up, not makeyou all mopey-

	"Sorry,"Hermionewinced."Thankyouforthesurprise,Gin."

	"Nice to see you smile," she commented as they wandered into the village. "Right,you're going to have to help me pick something for Fred and George."

	The pair of witches had spent an hour browsing for their final bits and bobs whenHermione left Ginny to barter over a Charmed wristwatch for her Dad. The brunette aimlessly strolled along the snow-sprinkled path and admired the striking window-displays; wonderfully decorated with Christmas trimmings and magical trinkets that roused an inkling of festive excitement in her heart.

	She hesitated at one particular window, humming in thought as a wonderful idea invadedher head and encouraged to slip inside the shop. She headed directly over to the item that had caught her eye and thought of Draco; her mind already made up that she would need to havea word with McGonagall once she returned to Hogwarts, and that the item was perfect.

	"Can I help you?" the clerk interrupted hermusings. "Yes,"Hermionenodded."CanIhavethis,please?"

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	 

	
TheHeadmistresseyedhercompanionsceptically."MissGranger-

	"I know this is a lot to ask," Hermione hushed the older witch. "But it's Christmas, and Ithink he needs it."

	"I'mnotsureIcan-

	"Just for an hour," she pushed tenaciously. "Please, Professor. There's nobody hereanyway, and I promise that he won't try anything. I think he knows now that we are trying to helphim."

	"You can't be certain of that, Hermione," McGonagall replied in that wise tone of hers."What if he-

	"He has no wand," she argued. "He has no where to go, and he is…betternow-"Hermione-

	"Look," she blurted, the desperation loud in her voice. "I will make sure that nothinggoes wrong; I promise. You know I am capable."

	McGonagall tilted her head and regarded her student with warming eyes. "Why are youdoing him this favour?"

	Hermione schooled her features to appear indifferent. "I just think he needs a break,"she offered evenly. "And as I said; it's Christmas. You know, time of forgiveness."

	The Headmistress seemed to toss that statement around in her head a couple of timesbefore she released a long and yielding breath. "Very well."

	"Really?"Hermioneblinkedwithsurprise."It'sokay?"

	"I will probably regret this," McGonagall sighed, massaging her temple. "But yes, Iwill make arrangements so it's possible-

	"Oh,thankyousomuch,Professor-

	"But you will take sole responsibility should anything happen," she warned strictly."You must ensure that Mr Malfoy doesn't try anything foolhardy-

	"Ofcourse-

	"Andthisisaone-off,"shecontinued,risingfromherseat."Makesureheknowsthat-

	"I will," Hermione nodded eagerly, jumping up and nearing her mentor to embrace her ina grateful hug. "Thank you, Professor."

	Minerva shifted awkwardly, but placed a comforting hand on her student's backand surrendered to a small smile. "Merry Christmas, Hermione."

	 

	
.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	Draco swore under his breath; tossing his third attempt in the sink and watching inswirl down the drain.

	He'd had a craving for a coffee, but trying to imitate Granger's perfect cups of caffeinated goodness had proved unsuccessful and very frustrating. He had witnessed the witch makethem countless times and had reasoned that it seemed simple enough, but evidently there was something missing, as he couldn't even get the colour correct. He was about to try againwhen she finally walked through the door two hours later than she normally did; her cheeks rosywith a winter blush, and her hair tousled by the wind.

	Shedroppedherapparentlyheavybagsnearthecouch,andhisstarelingeredonherface,as it often seemed to do when she was oblivious to his presence. It was one of his many newand irritating habits that had decided to kick in since their lusty nights in her room had begun, but therewaslittlepointinresistingwhenhehadalreadysuccumbedtohisinappropriatedesire to touch her. She must have heard the kettle starting its fourth boil because her eyes shifted

	over to him, and he scowled at her when she gave one of her bags a non-too-sly nudgebehind the sofa.

	"There's something wrong with this fucking kettle," he told her, pointing at theoffendingobject.

	"Whatdoyoumean?"

	"I have tried, and it just doesn't taste like coffee," he explained, and the connotation that it actually didn't taste like the coffee she made hovered between them. "I flicked the switchand did all the stuff that you do-

	"Did you add milk?" she asked, moving towardshim. "Of course."

	"And twosugars?""Yes."

	"Well, did you actually put the coffee in?" she questioned, smothering a grin when hesimply tweaked an eyebrow at her. "It's in the blue tin in the top cupboard-

	"This is ridiculous," he growled. "I shouldn't have to be degraded to doing such simpletasks the Muggle way."

	 

	
He was in the mood to rile her up today; since they had begun killing nights together in forbidden bliss, she had become somewhat reserved and uncertain around him, and hehated it. If he had to select one reason he respected Granger, it would be her volatile temper, not

	unlike his own. When minutes passed like hours in this prison, her passionate opinions and skill to beat him down with witty words made the days…bearable, and something aboutthe flicker of flames in her eyes when she was mid-rant made his groin jerk.

	Combine that with his genuine agitation at being stuck in this dorm all day, and that shehad apparently bought him something after he had specifically told her not to, and the scolding words simply tumbled out of his mouth.

	"It's not degrading," she countered quickly, giving him a stern look that perked hisinterest. "This is how people do things without magic-

	"Well it's a pain in my fucking neck!" he spat. "And just what the hell were you hidingbehind the couch?"

	"Nothing-

	"I told you I didn't want anything! I swear, Granger, you just insist on making thismoredifficult-

	"I'm making this difficult?" she repeated angrily. "Godric, you are such a selfishprick- "I said I didn't want anything from you-

	"Well tough luck!" Hermione shouted, squaring her shoulders and shooting him adefiant glare. "It's Christmas! Things are crap enough without you being a miserable-

	"Idon't-

	"I am not finished!" she scolded. "Bloody hell, Draco! Why have you got toquestioneverything-

	"Because I am not exactly in a position where I can give you anything back!" heyelled, raking his tense fingers through his icy hair. "I don't want to have a list of debts to you-

	"I don't want anything back," she said slowly. "I neverexpected- "Then why bother?"

	"Becauseit'sChristmas,"shesighed,hereyesforlorn."Justtrustmeonthis-

	"I have no reason to trust you," Draco interjected, noting the disappointment flash inher hazels. "You have no reason to give me anything-

	"It'sjust…it'ssomethingnicetodo-

	"Fucking nice," he grumbled coldly, curling his lip as though the word scorched histongue. "You Gryffindors are so pathetic-

	 

	
"I am not pathetic," she ground out between her teeth. "Don't youdare- "Well, don't talk such bollocks-

	"You know, it's okay to trust people and be nice!" she argued with rising impatience."It's okay to care about other people-

	"Granger-

	"It's okay to NOT turn into your father!" Hermione ranted, regretting her words a littlewhena dangerous expression stole his features.

	"I warned you," he hissed lowly. "Never to mention myfather-"Draco-

	"You think spreading your legs for me gives you the fucking right to bring up my family?"he sneered, bringing his face close to hers. "I'm telling you right now-

	"I just want you to realise that trusting people does not make you pathetic!" she protested, moving close enough that his hot breath tingled her forehead. "It doesn't make you weakor… or inferior-

	"What do you want from me, Granger?" he asked with an exasperated look. "You want meto trust you?"

	"Itwouldbeastart-

	"For fuck's sake," he muttered under his breath. "This argument is completely irrelevant.You don't trust me."

	Hermione released a weary breath and raised her fingertips to brush against his jaw. "I'dlike to," she told him quietly, relieved when the muscles in his face relaxed under her touch, but she was completely baffled when his lips twitched into a demi-smirk.

	"I've been wondering when you would get all bitchy again," he remarked, pulling hischin away from her soothing ministrations, as his features quickly turned sour again. "Look,

	Granger,Iwasundertheimpressionthatwehad…agreedtojustignoreChristmas-

	"Well, I changed my mind," she said defiantly. "I want Christmas to feellike…like Christmas, and I refuse to let you bugger this up! We will-

	"I don't see the point to all this!" he fired back, feeling his insides clench as he watchedher temper flare. "It's just a day-

	"That'senough!"sheshouted,slicingherhandthroughtheairforfinality."Wearedonehere-

	Draco leaned in and captured her mouth with a swift and heated kiss; grabbing her face roughly and manoeuvring them towards the couch with stumbling urgency. When thebacks of her thighs smacked against the armrest, they separated their lips, and he watched the

	 

	
embers dance in her half-lidded eyes for a moment as her surprised, little breaths licked athis skin. Privately scolding himself for getting too carried away, he put distance between themand fixed her with an indifferent mask.

	"Fine,Granger,"hemumbled."Dowhatyouwant-

	"I just want a normal Christmas," she whispered sadly, resting her hands against his chestand rubbing absent patters across his collarbone. "And I…I would like you to take part in it."

	Dracofrownedandclosedhiseyes."Why?"

	"BecauseIthinkyouneeditasmuchasIdo."

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	In the week leading up to Christmas, the days and nights all seemed to seep into each other, and the dawns and dusks became interchangeable figments of the winter skies. Hogwarts drowned in the silent solitude of it all, playing host to the dozen inhabitants that hadremained in the ancient castle. The snow had fallen harder, and Hermione had wanderedthe glittering grounds by herself in the empty hours, trying to find Luna, who had apparently stayed at the school, but was nowhere to be found.

	Hermione was roused awake by Draco's usual attempts to leave the room before the sunrays warmed her face, and it was only an hour later, when she glimpsed her scribbled andcrooked calendar, that she realised it was Christmas day.

	She allowed herself a personal smile before she left her bed and shrugged on her dressing gown, heading straight to the sitting area. She gave Draco's door a contemplative glancebut decided against disturbing him just yet; she had no specific plans for him until much later.

	Thingshadbeenreasonablyeasybetweenthemintherecentdays;theirargumentative natures had come back into play and some of the awkwardness had melted away as a result, although Draco was still adamantly refusing to acknowledge anything close to a festivespirit.

	Theybickeredandrowed,astheyhadbefore,buthehadrefrainedfromusingtheword

	'Mudblood,' and the passion of their squabbles usually led to an interesting hip-lock inher bed of dangerous secrets. She had tried to rationalise her growing feelings for Draco, but reason seemed to abandon her whenever he was concerned.

	She moved to the Christmas tree and eyed the small selection of gifts; the ones from Harry and Ron, three from Ginny, McGonagall and Neville, and a bulky envelope - no doubtfilled with money - from her parents. From the Headmistress she received an advanced book on

	 

	
Transfiguration (which she couldn't wait to dive into), a selection of wonderful andexotic fragrances from Ginny, and a box of delicious chocolates from Neville.

	Harry had sent her a photograph of the three of them; a stunning picture that had beentaken last Christmas, with them surrounded by snow and looking completely immune to the cold spin of the world. Set in a charmed frame, with ivy and holly that sparkled and moved, she adored it, and reminded herself to place it right next to her bed.

	She moved on to Ron's, peeling away the hastily-wrapped paper and eyeing the jewellerybox with trepidation snaking up her spine. The locket was beautiful; heart-shaped silver andflecked with yellow gem-stones that winked by the light. It was striking and feminine and… just not her. She studied it with guilt rising in her throat, when the familiar voice made herstart.

	"It's from Weasley, isn't it?" Draco questioned bitterly. "I had assumed that you two werejustfriends-

	"Wearejustfriends,"shecutinquickly,risingtoherfeet.

	His jealous eyes shifted to the offending object. "That necklace saysotherwise- "People give gifts at Christmas-

	"Sodolovers-"Draco-

	"Look,Granger,"hegrowled,takingasteptowardsher."Idon'tshare-

	"This is ridiculous," she scoffed, shouldering him out of the way and moving towardsthe other side of the room. "I'm not listening to this-

	"Whereareyougoing?"

	"For a shower!" she snapped over her shoulder, slamming the door behind her with ashrillsmack.

	Draco snarled into the empty room and clenched his fists until his palms burned and bled. What did she expect from him? He was hardly accustomed to their complex andunorthodox circumstances, and he was struggling to absorb it all; he had been so certain that his interestin her would simmer after a couple of rounds on the mattress, but almost every night, he returned to her bed.

	Her lack of experience was so oddly charming, and now she had finally reverted back tofeisty ways, he just couldn't help himself. She was his first sexual partner with whom he just seemed to…click. Something about their biology or…Merlin knew what, just worked, andit wasn't just the sex. Her kisses, her touch…her very presence made him react and shiverinside, and he had no clue what that meant.

	 

	
He heard the waterdrops pulse against the tiles and her flesh, and something possessiveignited in his gut. Weasley had barely been an issue in their isolated dorm; merely anoutside entity that was easily forgotten in here, but now a part of the Ginger Tumour - that ugly sodding locket - was in the room, and subsequently in Granger's thoughts, and he despisedthat.

	Call it that male instinct to claim what was his, or something more profound, but his feet carried him to the bathroom door. He discarded items of his clothing, tossing his bed-vestand pyjamabottomstothesideashemusedthatanothertrystwithhiswitchundertheshower was long overdue.

	Just as he had before, he remained as quiet as possible, slipping in behind her and studyingher with reluctant admiration. Opportunities to observe her unexpected beauty were rareand short-lived, as her insecurities always made her shield her body from his eyes. He inspected every inch of her; from her toffee-tinted curls, to the wave of her hips, and the tips of hertoes, but he had yet to discover a single flaw. If it weren't for her blood, then…

	"What are you doing, Draco?" she shattered his thoughts, turning her head to peek athim from under the water-gems tucked between her lashes.

	"I also needed shower," he lied casually, pressing his chest against her back and rubbingthe shadows of his fingers up her waist.

	She made a half-hearted attempt to brush away his hands. "I am still angry atyou- "You are always angry at me-

	"Have I ever given you the impression that I would just…youknow… "Fuck?" he provided with a slight shrug. "Shag-

	"Have sex with," she corrected with a blush. "Do I honestly strike you as the kind ofperson who would have sex with just anyone? Or sleep with someone when I was in a relationship with someone else?"

	He clicked his jaw. "No," he admitted tensely, attempting to dampen her chagrin withtactical strokes of his hands. "But you and the Weasel have a history-

	"Ihaveneverquizzedyouaboutyourpreviousconquests-

	"PansyandAstoria,"hesuppliedblankly."Butyour…relationshipwithWeasleyisdifferent-

	"That's enough," she sighed, slowly twisting to face him. "I am…I am sleeping with you,and that is it. I would never even consider having another lover, and I would hope that you would offer me the same level of respect, even if you weren't stuck in here."

	Hesaidnothing,butliftedhishandtomoveasidesomeofthesoddenstrandsthatclungto

	her forehead, and leaned down to place an almost chaste kiss on her lips. It was soft andfirm; the kind he had never dared to give her before, and even though the first tastes of passion

	 

	
began to mingle between their mouths after a few moments, Hermione knew it wasdifferent, and she felt her insides warm.

	Draco could still feel that possessive whisper at the back of his skull; that need to mark herina way that Weasley hadn't. He slowly dragged his kisses down the column of her throat, and received a dulcet sigh as he dipped to her chest. When he dropped to his knees and concentrated his hard pecks against her stomach, he felt her tense, and his instincts that shehad never had this done to her before were confirmed.

	"Draco,"shemumbledinashakyvoice."I'venever-

	"It's alright," he soothed in the steadiest voice he could manage. "You will like this,Granger- "But I-

	"Trust me, Hermione," he said purposefully, locking their eyes for a lingering moment. "Iwill not hurt you."

	She predictably chewed her lip for some uncertain seconds, before she gave him a nervous nod of assent, and leaned her back against the tiled wall in a futile effort to relax. Hecarefully trailed his fingertips up her legs with relaxing attentions, before he gently gaveher knees a slight nudge apart. His breath teased her sensitive spot, and Hermione choked on a whimper as new and wonderful sensations shimmered behind her navel.

	"Consider this my gift," Draco mumbled, before he pressed his tongue against herand relished her moan.

	It'llbebetterthanthattackyfuckinglocket.

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	"I guess it's time," Hermionemurmured. "What for?"

	"Togiveyouyourpresent."

	Draco scowled, but had to fight the amused grin that threatened to betray him whenshe almost fell off the couch.

	After their two-hour shower, they had moved to the sofa, tangled in a batch of conjured sheets, and the day had been spent with lazy conversations, debates and aturkey-sandwich

	 

	
dinner in between amorous intermissions. Night had stolen the skies before he'd evenrealised it, and a quick glance at the clock in the kitchenette told him it was almost quarter-to-eleven.

	It had been far from the conventional Christmases with his family, but it had been…bloody decent actually, considering the circumstances. How could any self-respecting malecomplain after a day dedicated to sex on the sofa?

	He studied her as she clutched one of the sheets close to her chest, awkwardly movingtowards the lone gift under the tree, which was wrapped in green paper and tried with a gold bow. He reluctantly pulled himself into a sitting position as she placed the package in hislap and sat next to him with an expectant look on her face.

	"I'dliketopointout,again,thatthisisunnecessary,"hegrumbled,pullingawaytheribbon.

	"Just open it," she frowned, anxiously tapping her fingers against her ankle and checkingthe clock. "We don't have much time."

	Hetoreawaythewrappingandslowlyremovedtheiteminside,hisbrowcreasingashefelt

	the soft fabric beneath his curious touch. It was a black coat, not unlike one he'd had acouple of years ago; simple and yet evidently expensive with its quality and design. He cocked a scepticaleyebrowandliftedhiseyeswiththeintentionofaskingwhyshehadchosenthis, but she cut him off before he could even inhale.

	"It's really only half of your present," she mumbled apprehensively. "I…I managedto convince McGonagall to let you out of this room."

	Hiseyeswidened."Idon'tunderstand,"hesaidquietly."Ican…Icango?"

	"It's just for tonight," she told him quickly. "McGonagall has agreed to let you leave hereso long as I am with you, but we can't leave the grounds and we only have between eleven and midnight, so it's like the whole Cinderella thing."

	"Thewhat?"

	"Never mind," she shook her head. "Look, Draco, I need you to understand that this is aone- off hour for Christmas, and if you try to run away, I will have to stop you."

	The silver-haired Slytherin could do little but nod absently as he considered the witchbefore him with complete bafflement. He remembered all his previous Christmases and Birthdays, and they were all stocked with materialistic objects and empty promises that had been so

	predictable and anti-climatic. Nobody had ever taken the time or effort to considersomething this…thoughtful; not even his parents.

	He could honestly say that the thought of attempting a runner never crossed his mind;he knew he had no place to go, and it wouldn't only take a flick of her wand to impede any escape attempt.

	"I am…uncertain what to say," he confessed warily, fingering his new coat andquite surprised that she had managed to guess his tastes accurately.

	 

	
"I expected as much," she nodded with a slight smile. "We should get ready," shesuggested, gesturing to his coat. "Wrap up warm. It's freezing outside."

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	HermionehadledthemdownthequietersectionsofthecastlewithadimLumos,butthe halls were dead and abandoned, as McGonagall had assured her they would be. When they finally reached the door to the outside, Draco soaked up the view of the snow-silkylandscape that glowed by the hue of the almost-full moon. Light and delicate snowflakes kissed his cheeks from scattered clouds that were dissected by moonbeams and a steady breeze.

	The crispy crunch beneath his feet roused reminiscent notions that he would have never normally appreciated, as he absently followed Granger further away from the ancientschool, realising she was leading them towards the lake as they meandered between leafless trees.

	The cold air whipped around them and harassed the exposed skin of their faces as they trudged through the snow-snared grass, oblivious to the pair of friendly eyes watchingthem. They walked side-by-side in silence as Draco sucked in the cold and virgin air greedily, and enjoyed it tickling the back of his throat.

	"It's colder than I though it would be," Hermione commented next to him. "I'll casta Warming Shield-

	"Don't,"hehushedherinablanktone."Ihadforgottenwhatthewindfeelslike."

	She frowned at his comment and bobbed her head in understanding, keeping her Lumoslow enough to guide their way and hopefully just be mistaken for a glimmer of snow, should

	anyone glance out of one of the castle's windows. They reached a small frozen inlet ofwater, and they paused underneath the fragile skeleton of a weeping willow to eye the reflections of stars freckled across the lake's icy surface.

	"It's funny," Hermione muttered into the navy night. "I planned getting you here meticulously, but I never thought about what we could do once we wereoutside."

	"Mustyouplaneverything?"hequestioned.

	"Not everything. There are a couple of things that I've intended to do, but never gottenroundto."

	"Likewhat?"

	She tilted her head and contemplated his question, her eyes landing on the frozen lake."I always wanted to go ice skating."

	 

	
"You've never been ice skating?" he repeated, giving her a look of slight surprise. "Youseem like the type would enjoy that kind of thing."

	"I think I would," she nodded. "Can you iceskate?" "Of course."

	Hermioneswallowedbackthelumpinherthroatandliftedherchin."Wouldyouteachme?"

	"You're joking, right?" he scoffed, but the taunt melted in his mouth when he noted her pleading look. His pebble-grey eyes studied her intently, and his lip twitched before herolled his eyes in surrender. "Fine," he said, heading towards the edge of the lake. "I suppose itcould be amusing to watch you fall. What about all the creatures in the lake though?"

	"They get put into a hibernation state when it freezes like this," she explained, followinghim, and reciting a quick transfiguration spell to turn their shoes into skates. "Draco, are you…

	Shetrailedoffashetooktotheicewithaneffortlessgraceandskillthatmadeherchest

	flutter for a reason she couldn't comprehend. Feeling completely inadequate, shehesitantly placed one skate onto the ice and cringed at the odd and unbalanced feeling that stole hernerve.

	"Draco,"shecalled,bringingherfootbacktotheland."I'vechangedmymind-

	"Come on, Granger," he goaded, easily coasting across the frozen surface. "What happenedto all that Gryffindor courage bollocks?"

	"I don't like it," she told him. "I don't like not being in controland- "This was your idea," he reminded her.

	"Well, then can you help me?" she requested, gesturing that she wanted him to come backto her side. "Just…give me a hand or something-

	"Ifyouwouldjustgetontheice-

	"Please,Draco,"shetried,catchinghiseyestolethimknowshewasserious.

	"For Merlin's sake," he sighed, making his way over to her and stretching out hishand. "Come on then, Granger."

	"Don't be a prick and push me or anything," the witch warned, taking his offered hand and bracing herself as she settled her skate on the lake again. She wobbled, and Draco instinctively provided his other hand for her balance as she hastily placed her other skateon the ice, feeling her nails through his multiple layers as she clung to him desperately. "I don't like this."

	"I can see that," he smirked mockingly as she wavered on her unstable legs. "Get agrip, Granger. It's a piece of piss once you get going-

	 

	
"Cockyprat-

	"Just move your skates in diagonal lines," he instructed, slowly gliding backwardsand pulling her with him. "You'll get the hang of it-

	"I swear, Draco," she whispered, in a tone that was apparently meant to be threatening."If you let go of my hands-

	"I won't let go," he assured her absently, catching her as she stumbled. "Bloody hell,you really do have no coordination. Now I think of it, you were crap on a broom too."

	"Merlin forbid I have a handicap," she replied, allowing him to essentially drag her acrossthe ice. "Everyone has a weakness."

	Draco faltered at that comment but managed to keep them both steady as he mulled overher words. In the back of his brain, he had half-expected that her influence over him would

	wither once he had escaped her isolated dorm, but watching her now; specks of snowtrapped betweenthestrandsofherhair,ablossom-blushwarmingherfeatures,andtrustinghimlike itwastheeasiestthingintheworld,shewasjustasalluringouthereasshewasintheirroom.

	He'd expected to revert back to his oldways To be swarmed by his previous opinions

	To hate her again, as heshould.But…

	Shehadsomehowbecomehisweakness.

	"I think I've got it now," Hermione said, her voice rich with concentration. "Let go of oneof my hands-

	"Forgive me," Draco blurted suddenly, halting them where they were and grasping her upper arms. His breathing became laboured as he watched the shock swirl in her Autumn-shaded eyes, and he resisted that ever-present urge to kiss her slightly parted lips as he waited forher response. "Forgive me," he repeated, quieter this time.

	ForeverythingIhaveeverdone,andeverythingIwillinevitablydotohurtyouinthefuture.

	Blame it on that sentimental rush that Christmas apparently inflicted on the unsuspecting, or the acceptance that his attraction to her existed beyond the walls of her dorm, or even thathe wanted to repay her for reminding him how the wind felt, but he needed this one moment of clarity before they returned to the castle. She was the only aspect in his dark existence thatwas close to pure and good, and he wanted to savour her before he, or the realities of War, destroyed this dose of peace.

	"I think I forgave you weeks ago," she told him with a sad smile, leaning up to snatch hislips and seal her promise. She felt tears slip past her lashes as she broke their kiss and rested her

	 

	
forehead against his, clenching her eyes shut to conceal the true level of her affection."Merry Christmas, Draco."

	JustaPerfectDay.

	You made me forget myself.I thought I was someone else. Someone good.
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	Hermione was stirred awake by the heavy breaths tingling the sensitive skin between her shoulder-blades, and she blinked away the shadows of what had felt like a pleasantdream.

	She stared into space as her slumber-slow thoughts gathered together, and her gaze widened when she realised what the breaths against her skin meant. She carefully twisted her body around, and her eyes to fell to the sleeping Slytherin next to her, following the line of hislazy hand, tossed across her waist.

	Hehadstayed.Hehadstayedwithherinbeduntilmorning.

	She smiled in spite of herself, and carefully grazed the tips of her fingers over his knuckles, catching sight of her bedside clock and noting that they had almost slept in until eleven this Boxing Day morning. She couldn't even remember the last time she had managed a lie-inwith her previous bouts of insomnia taking their toll, and the fact that he was here gave hera forgotten feeling of peace.

	She settled back down in the toasty sheets and admired his relaxed features; so beautiful when he was lost to the dreams and oblivious to reality. It might have been selfish and abit irrational, but she almost allowed the darkness of the War to slip to the back of her mind as she cherished this surreal moment.

	He shifted, gripping her hip a little tighter, and Hermione tried to steady her breathing.She didn't want him to wake up; not just yet. Merlin knew if he would ever treat her to his

	presence in the morning again, and she wanted to remember how it felt to feel likethis…like they were real…

	Andcontent…

	She knew it was only a temporary thing; the Christmas season had a nasty habit ofdeluding people and giving birth to dangerous levels of optimism, but for the moment she felt warm and the closest to…happy in months. And all because her should-be enemy was at her side. Her smile stretched as she recalled their night outside.

	Forgiveme…

	The specifics weren't necessary, nor were the reasons he had asked her for forgiveness, but Godric it had been a shock. An amazing shock. That had been her Christmas present; asmall sacrifice of his pride and ego for the sake of her clemency.

	Hereallyhadchangedinthelastthreemonths.

	 

	
It was becoming more obvious now, the shrinking lies and prejudices that had beenscratched into skull, and he was starting to think for himself and make his own judgements. All shecould do was give him the facts and hope that he would eventually see sense, and

	acknowledge that blood purity was an irrelevant circumstance, like hair colour or the shadesof skin. It was a painfully slow process and it was barely the beginning, but Dumbledorehad clearly thought Draco's soul was worth saving, and now she understood why.

	Andshelikedhim…Godrichelpher,shereallydid.

	"Do you often watch people sleep, Granger?" his gruff voice made her gasp, and hiseyes slowly peeled open to fix her with an agitated look.

	"I hate when you do that," she mumbled with an embarrassed blush, frowning as hedragged his arm off her.

	"Diddums," he smirked, propping his head up with his hand and leaning over her. "Fuck,it's cold in here."

	"Arethoselevelsprofanitynecessaryatthistimeinthemorning?"shegrimaced.

	"Are your big words?" he fired back smugly. "And yes, I know what they mean, butreally, Granger. You could at least wait until midday before you smack me with your internalthesaurus."

	"Well," she grinned, encouraged by his unexpected casual manner. "I thought you ofall people would be able to keep up."

	"That's a backhanded compliment," he said with subtle amusement. "Dare I ask whyyou're up so early? Some weird Muggle tradition?"

	"It'salmosteleven."

	"Don't be ridiculous," Draco scoffed, but when he spotted the clock, his brow creasedwithsurprise.

	His eyes shifted to the photograph next to it; the picture Potter had given her yesterday of her and those feckless morons she kept around. The three of them were smiling and laughingabout something he would never know, and both of her friends had a protective arm slung across her shoulders, as if to warn him that she was theirs and not his. The peculiar sense of calm that had settled between them this morning quickly dissipated, and when thephotograph mockedhimwithanotherprivatechucklebetweenGrangerandthatgingerfuckwit,Draco felt his defensive instincts kick back in.

	"I should get up," he grumbled, moving to the edge of the bed and sliding his boxers uphis legs. "It's late-

	"Don't do that, Draco," she stilled his actions with a firm tone. "Don't shut off like that.We were just talking-

	 

	
"Then what would you have me do?" he asked between gritted teeth. "Pretend that thisisnormal?"

	"Iwouldhaveyoudefine'normal'first,"shereplied."Comebacktobed-

	"You were always a fan of facts, Granger," he said slowly, keeping his back to her. "Sohere's the facts; we are enemies-

	"Draco-

	"To make it clear," he carried on, eyeing the Dark Mark on his forearm with bile rising inhis throat. "I'm a Death Eater-

	"Noyou'renot-

	"A shit one, I'll admit," he muttered in a low voice. "Shit enough that I managed to piss off Voldemort within a year, but a Death Eater nonetheless, Granger. And you are a memberof the Order-

	"Youwereneverreallyoneofthem,"shearguedadamantly."Andyouknowit-

	"You fight for the Light," he continued with an almost dejected tone. "And I am part ofthe Dark, and that's how it is."

	Hermione sighed and tried to place a hand against his back, but he shrugged her away."It's not that simple, Draco," she tried.

	"It is that simple," he growled. "You can search for the anomalies all you like, Granger,but these are the facts. Most things are black and white."

	"Then why are there so many shades of grey?" she whispered, moving carefully behind him and wrapping her arms around his abdomen. She rested her cheek against the taut musclesof his back and peppered dreamy kisses down his spine. "I like the colour grey."

	He sealed his eyes and tried not to bend to her lulling lips and tempting words. "You'retoo stubborn, Granger."

	"Soareyou-

	"It's all very well to pretend our…antics are normal in here, Granger," he scowled. "Butwe won't be in here forever-

	"Wecancrossthatbridgewhenwecometoit,"sheofferedinaquietvoice.

	"It would be wise to end this now," he told her stoically, and Hermione felt herchest constrict. "I will end up hurting you."

	"Ifyoudon'tcareaboutmyfeelings,thenwhyshouldthatmatter?"

	 

	
He flinched, and resigned himself to giving her another shred of his tattered dignity. "Inever said I didn't care for your feelings."

	Hermionefelttheoptimismwarmherblood,butoptimismisadangerousthing.

	"Then how do you feel for me?" she asked nervously, stroking absent shapes across his stomach. He had started their repeated use of this question, and as she considered allthe previous answers they had each given, she realised how different they had become.

	"I don't know," he murmured quietly. "It's…impossible todefine." "Do you still hate me?" she pushed.

	He released a defeated breath and raised a hand to rub his forehead. "No," he answered aftera long pause. "It would certainly be more convenient, but you know I don't, Hermione." He hesitated to take a sobering breath. "And how do you feel for me?"

	She gave the back of his neck another kiss. "I like you, Draco," she admitted softly, and the confession was so innocent and honest that it made his insides clench. "I thought…Ithought that was obvious-

	"I will hurt you," he repeated, louder this time. "It's all very well to play fairytales inthis room, but it won't last-

	"Then surely it would make more sense to make the most of it," she reasoned steadily,relieved when she felt his muscles relax under her cheek. "Draco, I am getting tired oftrying to convince you to stop questioning this."

	Hetensedhisjaw."Thenwhydoyou?"

	Hermione licked her lips and hoped her voice didn't waver. "Because I feared this Warhad made me lose hope," she breathed. "But you reminded me how to smile."

	Merlin, her honesty was crushing his resolve, but then, had he really ever wanted this toend?It was simply instinctive to question and battle it for the sake of his waning pride. He slowly placed his hand on top of hers and bowed his head in surrender as he brushed his fingersacross hers.

	"Never say I didn't try to warn you," he spoke stonily. "This will all end intears." "Perhaps," she agreed sadly. "But for now, we have no bridges-

	"To cross," he finished for her, turning slightly to glimpse her over his shoulder. "Mustyou always work in riddles?"

	"They're more like analogies," she corrected, craning her neck to peck his cheek. "Arewe finished arguing?"

	"Wewillneverbefinishedarguing,Granger."

	 

	
.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	Hermione followed the sunken foot-tracks in the snow and dragged her hand across abranch to steady her steps.

	She felt guilty for the notion, considering Draco's inability to leave, but she had needed to escape her dorm and swallow some fresh air. He had slipped away for a shower and then predictably disappeared into his room; perhaps to scorn himself again for theircomplicated

	relationship, or maybe just to catch up on lost sleep. She had no idea, and knew better thanto ask when she had seen that slightly tormented look in his eyes before he had left her.

	She cast a quick Warming Charm to hush the chill and seated herself on a hefty rock undera brittle and winter-beaten Oak to study the familiar surroundings. The snow had paused for Boxing Day's afternoon, and she missed that infinite childish tingle that it always gave her, but the grey clouds in the sky promised more, and she hoped it was soon.

	"MissGranger,"awisevoicebrokeherreverie."Ithoughtthatwasyou."

	"Hello,Professor,"HermionegreetedtheHeadmistress."Youneededawalktoo?"

	"I don't have many duties at the moment," she said with disappointment. "You lookedrather distant. Is something troubling you?"

	"Nothingthatshouldn'tbetroublingme,"theyoungestwitchshrugged.

	"Would you like to be left alone with your thoughts?" McGonagall asked, bristling when a harsh wind tore through the air. "Or would you care for some company, albeit the companyof an old woman?"

	Hermionebreathedalaughandpattedthespacenexttoherontheboulder."Haveaseat."

	"Just a moment," McGonagall muttered, removing her wand and casting a charm to soften the rock before she settled next to her student. "My back is not as forgiving as it used tobe. What is on your mind, Hermione?"

	"I was wondering what Harry and Ron are doing now," she confessed slowly. "Andhoping that they managed to enjoy Christmas on some level."

	"I'm sure Mr Weasley managed to create some form of entertainment," the Headmistress offered with a knowing grin. "You should not worry so much about them. If they werein trouble or really needed to get a hold of one of us, there are ways they could do so; Patronuses, Owl, et cetera."

	 

	
"Iknow,"sheagreedabsently."IjustwishIcouldhavegonewiththem."

	"Ihopeyoudon'tresentmeforaskingyoutoremainherewithme,"McGonagallsighed.

	"The only reason Remus agreed to let them go was because they assured him they wouldonly be gone a week. Had any of us known that they'd intended to leave for these many months, it would not have been permitted."

	"I knew they wouldn't come back after a week," Hermione mumbled. "Harry wastoo determined to find the Horcruxes."

	"Well, I must admit that they are doing better than I predicted," she said in a thoughtfultone. "Havemorefaithinthem,Hermione.PerhapsIneedyoumorethantheydoatthemoment."

	The brunette cocked her head to the side and regarded her mentor hesitantly. "Professor,will you forgive me for asking a blunt question?"

	"Dependswhatthatquestionis."

	"Well,"Hermionebeganawkwardly."Youobviouslylikechildren,oryouwouldn'tbea

	teacher, and you're very good at giving advice, so I was just wondering why you neverhad any children of your own?"

	"But I have had many children," she replied, and Hermione's eyebrows arched insurprise. "Thousands actually. Some good and some bad, but they all hold a place in my memory."

	"Yourstudents."

	"Ofcourse,"McGonagallnodded,givingtheyoungwitchameaningfullook."Andevery

	nowandthen,anexceptionalonecomesalongwhomakesmefeelasproudasanymother."

	Hermione smiled as she felt a warm rush of gratitude and respect for her mentor."Thank you," she sighed. "For everything."

	"You're very welcome," the Headmistress said, rising from her seat with some age-induced difficulty. "Now, if you'll excuse me, I agreed to meet Filius and Horace for some lunch,but if I may ask you a question before I go?"

	"Ofcourse."

	"This arrangement with Mr Malfoy," she started with a measured voice, and Hermione tried not to flush. "I can see that things have…altered between you, and I am wondering whetherI should be concerned?"

	Hermione wondered for a moment her lips were slightly swollen from kisses, or if she had accidentally failed to conceal a bruise on her throat that would be suspiciously shaped like Draco's mouth. She hoped that the tensing of her shoulders wasn't obvious, and that theguilty shadow in her eyes was successfully hidden beneath her lashes.

	"No,"shemumbledfinally,feigningcertainty."Everything'sfine."

	 

	
As McGonagall offered her an accepting nod and turned to leave, Hermione laced herfingers together and released a comfortable sigh when the snow started to fall again.

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	Draconursedhisself-madecoffeebetweenhispalmsandinhaledthesteam.

	It wasn't as good as Granger's, but it would do, and as odd as it sounded, he actually feltlike he'd accomplished something on his own today. Despite the fact that he had done it the

	Muggle way, he felt neither degraded nor foolish, but simply relieved that he was capableof doing such a mundane task. And if he'd done it, then perhaps Muggles were not quite as

	differentashe'dassumed…

	His head snapped up when Granger entered the room; frosted with snow and looking decidedly cold, but still charming. It almost disturbed him how alluring she was to himnow, even in her baggy, Muggle clothing and with her slightly dishevelled appearance, but there was a sad bow to her lips that made him curious.

	"What's wrong with you?" he asked, perhaps a little sharply. "Nothing," Hermione breathed wearily. "I'm just a littletired."

	"Liar," he accused, his ashy eyes tracking her as she moved past him into thekitchenette. "You are transparent at times, Granger."

	"It's nothing," she insisted. "I just get a little down after Christmas. January always feelssobleak."

	"It's not January yet," he pointed out, leaving his seat and coming up behind her."Christmas was only yesterday."

	"I know," she nodded. "But I know that next year is going to be awful, and I…I wishthat things were different."

	"Different," he repeated, reaching up to coil one of her curls around his finger. "Youmean you wish that you were with Potter and Weasley."

	The muscles in her back stiffened beneath his touch. "I miss them," she confessed sadly."Just as I'm sure you miss your family. But I…" she trailed off, and Draco could imagine the blush staining her cheeks. "I would never…choose to erase what has happened between us. Even it meant seeing Harry and Ron."

	 

	
A scary and dangerous bout of something close to affection hit him in the gut, and he continued to toy with the lock of her hair. "And what would they do, if they knew aboutus?"

	"I don't know," she murmured, closing her eyes and leaning into his touch. "I thinkthey would shout and scream, but I would hope that they love me enough to understand eventually, but I would be lying if I said they don't despise you."

	"AndIdespisethem."

	"You despised me once," she reminded him, turning her body and taking a moment toadmire his storm-grey eyes. "And what would your friends do if they found out about us?"

	"We both know my friends wouldn't be the problem," Draco said with a pointed look,moving his busy fingers to fiddle with the hem of her jumper. "My parents would disown me, and I wouldn't see a knut of my inheritance. You know all this, Granger. I'm sure you've heard all about what happened to Andromeda."

	"I have," she said, raising a hand stroke her fingers up his jaw. "There are moreimportant things than money and reputation."

	Hislipstwitchedwithscepticism."Maybeinyourworld,Granger."

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	Several nights later, and Hermione realised she had lost track of time. Draco had been notably calmer and less agitated since his Christmas stroll across the grounds, and she couldn't help but take advantage of it. He had stayed in her bed until morning-light acouple of times, although she couldn't decide if it was simply accidental, or if he chose to linger in their warmth and pass the early hours in her company.

	That was where tonight found her; between his legs and leaning back into his chest, withonlya few blankets tossed carelessly around them and body heat to rush the blood. She had Charmed her window-sill into a window-seat, and temporarily broken the wards so the wind could chase away some of the mustiness in her room. Plus, Draco seemed to like the breeze rousinggoosebumpsacrosstheirbareskin,andshewastoorelaxedheretodisruptit;with his limbs tangled around her, and his chin against her shoulder as they both read the book inher lap.

	"Haveyoufinishedthepage?"sheasked.

	"Granger," he muttered, his voice husky against her throat. "You can be quite a slywitch when you want to be."

	 

	
She stifled a laugh. "And what would make you saythat?" "You're telling me your book choice wasn't intentional?"

	Sheindulgedinaprivategrin."Perhapsonasubconsciouslevel-

	"Bollocks," he accused, but his tone was rich with amusement. "Two enemies shaggingin secret? It's hardly subtle, Granger."

	"This happens to be a Muggle classic," she told him, twisting her neck to peck the edge ofhis mouth. "Can I turn the page?"

	"Go ahead," he nodded, returning a kiss to that tingly spot behind her ear. "Although Ifeel the need to point out that this Romeo bloke is a bit of a tosser."

	"Howso?"

	"Well, he was supposedly obsessed with that Rosaline girl," he started critically. "And thenhe marries this Juliet after only knowing her a couple of days. The guy is a complete wet."

	"I agree, it is all a bit rushed," Hermione mumbled reluctantly. "But romance was alot different back then-

	"You mean it was unrealistic," he said. "I'm actually quite looking forward to the partwhen he kills himself."

	Hermioneloweredherbrowinconfusion."Howdoyouknowhekillshimself?"

	"That bit at the beginning," he explained as though it was obvious. "'A pair ofstar-crossed lovers take their life.' It kind of gives the plot away, Granger."

	"Spoilsport."

	"Don't blame me," he rasped, pressing his lips against her throat again. "Blame theauthor.""But-

	A loud bang followed by a burst of light echoed across the night, making Hermione start before she could retort. Her hand covered her hammering heart as she felt Draco's hold around tighten, almost protectively. Another crash of colours came seconds later, andshe pushed her window open wider to catch the simmering remains of a sparkling unicorn galloping across the clouds.

	"Fireworks,"shesighedwithunderstanding."Merlin,thatmademejump."

	"I noticed," he mocked, releasing his firm grip on her. "Open the window a bit more, let'ssee what Flitwick settled on this year."

	She complied and adjusted her body so they could both watch the display of animated creatures dance in the air. She adored magical fireworks; so different to the Muggleshows

	 

	
shehadbeenaccustomedto,andFlitwickneverfailedtoimpresswithhiscreativity.

	"It must be New Year's Eve," she whispered with realisation, hastily shooting a look overto her clock.

	Oneminutetomidnight…

	"Kissme,"Hermioneblurtedclumsily.

	Draco turned to face her, and his eyes narrowed suspiciously at her bold words. "Whatareyou-

	"Just kiss me," she said again, desperately grasping his face and pulling him close toseal their lips, and their fates, if superstition was to be believed.

	He was initially hesitant, but he quickly surrendered and tugged her into his lap, greedily running his hands over her waist, which ignited wonderful shivers to shoot down her spine. Her fingertips combed imaginary paths through his hair, and she sighed into his mouth appreciatively when his teeth gently latched onto her lower lip. She would never admit it,but she could easily kiss him for long and lazy hours.

	When he pulled away, she hummed with disappointment and the sense of loss, but her eyes darted back over to her clock to discover it was indeed midnight. She turned back to Draco and watched the brazen colours of the fireworks reflect in his grey eyes and waltz acrosshis pale features, and she felt something deep in her chest burn and swell.

	"Whatwasthatabout?"heaskedinanuncertainvoice,regardingherexpectantly.

	"It's a Muggle tradition," Hermione clarified automatically, knowing it wasn't somethingthe wizarding community was familiar with. "It means…

	That I want to spend the year withyou… It means that you are important to me…It means that I want to keep you…

	"It means nothing," she lied as a second thought. "It's just…it's just something Muggles doon New Year's Eve."

	She could see he was reluctant to accept her explanation, but he simply rolled his eyes disapprovingly and shrugged his shoulders. "Muggles really are bizarre," he remarked, gesturing for her to settle back between his thighs. "Come on, Granger. I'm actuallyquite curious to find out what happens to the 'star-crossed lovers.'"

	Hermione barely managed to suppress her cringe. "You know what happens," shemurmured. "They die."

	.

	 

	
***

	 

	 

	.

	She glided her fingers across the army of books in the restricted section of the library, scrutinising the titles that had any indication that they might contain any reference to Horcruxes. She finally selected an ancient-looking text that was withering in her hand before she turned and headed back to her dorm. She'd woken up alone this morning, and haddecided she had a good few hours to continue her research before Draco emerged from his room lateron.

	New Year's Day assured that Hogwarts' corridors were barren and silent, and the afternoon was slowly pushing into the evening, which meant the remaining residents were probablyall in their respective rooms, so Hermione was a little surprised when she spotted a figure

	urgentlyrushingtowardsher.

	"Miss Granger, there you are," McGonagall breathed with apparent relief. "I need to talkwithyou."

	Dread bubbled in her stomach as she absorbed the older witch's flustered behaviour."Is something wrong?"

	"I'm afraid there is," the Headmistress admitted in a grave tone. "Let's go to my office, Ican explain it to you there."

	Hermione barely had a moment to protest before McGonagall turned on her heel and began stalking back the way she'd come. "What is it, professor?" she questioned nervously, metonly by silence as she tried to keep up. "Professor-

	"Ineedtoshowyou,"shecalledoverhershoulder.

	Hermione's heart was rattling around her ribs by the time they reached the Head's office,and shefollowedMcGonagallinsidewithtremblinglegsandathousandquestions."Takeaseat-

	"I'd rather stand," Hermione declined, eyeing her teacher impatiently. "What's goingon? You're frightening me."

	McGonagall offered her an apologetic glance before she reached for the newspaper on herdesk and handed it to the younger witch. Hermione's eyes scanned the Daily Prophet's front page,willinghermindtostopracingsoshecouldproperlymakesenseoftheblack,white and greys mingling together to create ominous words and shifting photographs. Sheskimmed over the article; the content barely registering in her head before she felt her heart shrink andsnap.

	She raised her watering eyes to McGonagall and tried to find her broken voice. "All…allof them? Dead?"

	 

	
"Yes,"theHeadmistressnoddedsullenly."I'msorry,Hermione,butIthinkitmaybetime."
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	Hermione read the damning paragraphs again, blinking away the tears that blurred thewords and burned her eyes. She focussed on one of the photographs, recognising the Finch- Fletchleys, Justin's parents, from when she'd seen them at King's Cross a few years ago.

	SheliftedherchinandgaveMcGonagallapleadinglook."IsJustin-

	"He's alive," the Headmistress explained quickly. "He was visiting his Grandparents whenithappened."

	"PoorJustin,"shewhisperedsadly,swallowingbackasob."Hemustb-bedevastated."

	Hermistyeyesmovedtotheotherthreephotographs;eachfeaturingamarriedMuggle

	couple with beaming smiles to serve as a reminder of how they once were. The eight adults had been murdered in the week between Christmas and New Year's Day, all showing signsof torture before the Killing Curse had been used to silence their screams. She wasn't familiar with the names, but she knew their stories well.

	"They're all parents of Muggle-borns, aren't they?" she questioned sadly, already knowingtheanswer.

	"Yes," McGonagall nodded, and Hermione could never recall seeing the other witch so shaken. "The Creevey residence was also broken into, but they were fortunately out ofthecountry."

	Hermione's eyes fell to the final two pictures; two boys, no older than fifteen, who had attended the wizarding school, Bryn Glas, in Wales. A tear slipped down her cheek as she studied their youthful faces and felt the sorrow overpower her chest. Tortured and killed,just like their parents.

	"They'resoyoung,"shemumbled."Tooyoung."

	 

	
"I know," McGonagall sighed, placing a comforting hand on her student's back. "TheDeath Eaters are becoming more active-

	"Then we should be more active," Hermione forced determination into her voice. "Weshould be making plans-

	"There is only one plan I wish to discuss with you at the moment," she interrupted,somewhat uncomfortably. "The plan that you mentioned to me when you first came back to Hogwarts-

	"You mean Obliviate-ing my parents and making them leave the country," she clarified witha deceptively even tone, brushing aside her tears with a trembling hand. "Yes, I remember."

	McGonagallgrimaced."Hermione-

	"They always wanted to go to Australia," she commented distantly. "I think they wouldbe safe there."

	"I know this isn't easy on you," the older witch frowned. "But I fear that things aregettingworse-

	"I'd hoped it wouldn't come to this," Hermione confessed dejectedly, surrendering to the batch of tears sliding past her lids. "I mean…I know that it is the most sensible andsafest option for everyone, but…it…it's just hard-

	"I know it is," the Headmistress said gently, giving Hermione's shoulder asympathetic squeeze as she pulled her into a hug. "Perhaps it would be best if I did it-

	"No," she argued firmly. "No, I should be the one to do it. They're my parents." Shehesitated and nibbled her lip. "My Mum and Dad."

	"Then I will do everything I can to help," McGonagall promised, releasing the youngerwitch and giving her apologetic look. "I'm sorry, Hermione, but it would be wise to do this as soonas possible."

	Hermione gulped back the lump in her throat and forced some stability into herposture. "How soon?"

	"Tomorrow," she said in a strained voice. "Early in the morning; before the sun rises.I thought about going tonight, but I think it's best you have a bit of time to prepare the Charm…and yourself. Are you certain are skilled enough with the Memory Charms?"

	"Yes," she nodded absently. "I'll convince them to move to Australia, give them fakenames and…and make them forget me. I can do that. I can."

	"Hermione, you know you can't tell anyone where exactly you plan to send them, unless itis absolutely necessary."

	"Iknow."

	 

	
"Hermione," the Headmistress breathed wearily, meeting the younger witch's eyes. "Ifthere was any other option to guarantee their safety and yours-

	"But there isn't," she finished. "It's okay, professor. I knew what the risks were whenI mentioned the idea to you. I know what I'm doing."

	McGonagall bowed her head in acceptance. "Very well," she said. "If you come herejust before six, it should still be dark enough to go unnoticed. I will Apparate us-

	"That'sfine,"Hermionemumbled,unsurewhatelseshecouldsay."Ishouldgo-

	"Would you like to stay for a bit?" the aging witch offered, with concern dripping fromher voice. "Perhaps some tea and biscuits would-

	"Help?" she supplied doubtfully. "I don't think so,Professor." "Well, then perhaps you'd like a bite to eat-

	"No, it's fine," the young brunette declined as she hastily turned to leave, feeling suddenly claustrophobic in the Head's office. "I should get an early night and look over my bookson Memory Charms-

	"Hermione,"McGonagallcalledbeforeshecouldreachthedoor."Itwillbealright."

	She flinched at her professor's assuring words and wondered why people were always soquick to offer flimsy promises in times of war. She was too much of a logical person toremain optimistic in this case, and she knew the likelihood that the Memory Charms couldbe reversed was fifty-fifty, and that wasn't even considering whether they would win the war, orif she would be able to find them.

	The fact was; if she died in this war, her parents would neither know nor care, becausethey wouldn't know who she was.

	"I'llseeyouinthemorning,Professor,"shemurmured."Goodnight."

	Hermione rushed out of the room before McGonagall could futilely attempt to console her again, and her shaky legs moved into a desperate sprint to get back to her dorm. She dashed down the empty and shadow-silent corridors; hot tears spilling from her eyes as she whipped around the corners and stuttered out her password. Shutting the door behind her, she gavethe space a quick scan to ensure Draco was still in his bedroom, before she leaned back andwilled herself to find some composure.

	She rubbed her eyes with the heels of her hands and dug her fingernails into her scalp asshe forced herself not to cry. She was so angry at herself; this had been all her idea, and she should have been more emotionally prepared, but the dread was laced around every one ofher tense muscles, and the sorrow was wrapped painfully around her heart.

	Everyone she loved was slowly disappearing; Harry and Ron, and now her parents. Whowasnext?

	 

	
"Granger?"hisvoicestartledher."Whatthehellareyoudoing?"

	Shequicklystraightenedherbackandattemptedtodiscreetlyrubawaythedamptrackson

	her cheeks before her blood-shot gaze sought him. He was just outside his bedroom,studying herwithcuriouseyesthatmadeherfeelfartoovulnerableandcompletelyrevealedforhim to read.

	"Nothing,"shemumbled,clearingherthroatwhenitsoundedtooscratchy."Nothing-

	"Doesn't look like nothing," Draco commented dryly, frowning when he noticed theglittering remains of tears locked between her lashes. "Have you been crying?"

	"No," she said quickly. Too quickly. She lowered her head and made for her room. "Ihave some things I need to do-

	"Hold on," he argued, moving into her path. "You're hidingsomething- "Move out of my way-

	"No,"herefusedsternly."Don'tlietome-

	"Draco,Iswear,"shewarned,buthervoicecracked."Ifyoudon'tmove-

	"Just tell me what's wrong," he persisted, grabbing her wrist and trying to see her face."Has someone hurt you?"

	"No, Draco," she shook her head fiercely, trying pull away. "Just get offme- "Not until you tell me what's wrong-

	"LET GO OF ME!" Hermione screamed, snatching back her hand with a surge ofanger. "WHY DON'T YOU LISTEN TO ME?"

	"WhattheFUCKisyourproblem?"hespatfuriously."Ionlyasked-

	"Well, don't!" she retorted, slipping around him and scrambling for her room. "I just wantto be left alone-

	"FINE!" Draco yelled at her back, his barks fuelled by his sense of rejection. "IFYOU WANT TO BE ALONE, YOU CAN FUCKING BE ALONE!"

	Hermione slammed the bedroom door behind her to cut his shouts short, and muttered aquick Silencing Charm to ensure she couldn't hear him, and he couldn't hear her. If she was going to succumb to another round of sobs, she didn't want him to know about it. Shecouldn't deal with Draco right now; she needed all of her attention on her parents, and she refused to let him muddle her tempestuous thoughts when her Mum and Dad requiredevery morsel of her racing mind.

	Priorities.Priorities.Priorities.

	 

	
She drew in a shuddering breath to ease her shaking limbs before she grabbed her book on Memory Spells and hunched over her desk. She'd read the text countless times and the sentences were so familiar, but for the next six hours she concentrated on engraving theminto her skull and practicing the angles of her wand. Hermione did everything she could to remain composed and focussed, but every now and then, a tell-tale tear would kiss a page and betray her torment.

	When her lids began to flutter around midnight, she decided that it was wise to at least try and steal a few hours' sleep if she wanted to be alert and capable for the heart-numbingtask in the morning. Her movements were sluggish as she undressed and crawled under her covers, mentally reciting the passages from the book and trying to ignore the fact that her parents would forget her before breakfast.

	Her mind slipped to the argument with Draco, almost accidentally, and she wished thatshe'd handled it differently.

	Shecouldhavedonewithhisarmsaroundhertonight.

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	Dracodrummedhisagitatedfingernailsagainstthedesk.

	After Granger had left him in a frustrated state, he had stomped pointlessly around the dormin an effort to blow off some steam, but he had found himself screaming at her locked doorno less than five times without a response. He didn't know what annoyed him more; howshe had behaved, or the fact that he had no idea why she'd screamed at him to leave her alone,

	before she'd isolated herself in herroom. He hated not having his wand.

	Justaquickspellandhecouldhavebargedintheretodemandwhathadaffectedherso much, and he would be lying to himself if he didn't realise there was a certain degree of protectiveness that needed to know the reason for her tears. The concept of someone hurting her, be it physically or emotionally, made his head throb and his blood curdle. He had noidea whenthisnewandintenseregardforherwelfarehadsettledintohissystem,minglingwith all the other notions that shouldn't have been there, but it was driving him insane.

	He just wanted to know what, or who, had upset her; needed toknow. His storm-grey eyes studied his empty bed bitterly.

	 

	
He'dspentlessandlessnightsinhisroom,andwhenhediditwasavoluntarydecisionon

	the days when he remembered that he shouldn't be interested in his Muggle-born lover.Those protests in his head and pride had been getting quieter recently, and the thought of sleeping

	aloneinheremadehimfeelcoldanduneasy.

	He rested his brow against his knuckles and released a heavybreath. He had a feeling the nightmares would return to haunt him tonight.

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	The morning sky was that dark shade of winter-indigo when McGonagall Apparated them to her street. Hermione could hear the distant hum of the Milkman's van, but that was the only sign that life was beginning to stir, and the pavements were completely empty except for a light frosting of snow and a couple of wandering cats. She eyed her house and frowned atthe dim light coming from the living room; she knew her parents were early risers, but she had hoped she could do it while they were sleeping.

	"Are you certain you don't want me to do this for you?" the Headmistress questioned nexttoher.

	"I'msure,"shenoddedtiredly.

	McGonagall sighed and gave Hermione's shoulder a reassuring pat. "Very well," she said."I will be waiting here for you when you're finished. If you need any help or you change yourmind-

	"I'llbefine,"Hermionerepliedstiffly,takingafewstepsforward."Iwon'tbelong."

	Sheinhaledalungfulofthecrispair,beforesheApparatedintoherbedroomwithaloud snap. Everything was as she'd left it; her bed made and her shelves bare, save the fewtrinkets she hadn't taken to Hogwarts. She licked her lips and studied the fragile posters that had been stuck to her walls since she was thirteen, and the stubborn stain on her carpet from when she had dropped her orange juice after discovering she was a witch. The room was rich with memories and the murmurs of her past, but the painful swell of emotion in her chest was interrupted by something nuzzling up against her calves.

	"Crooks," she whispered affectionately, kneeling down to gather her beloved pet in herarms. "I missed you, boy." Her rusty-coloured cat rubbed his face against her cheek and purred appreciatively as she held him close.

	 

	
"You're going to live with me again," she told him quietly, frowning when she heard the movements of her parents downstairs. "But I need to do something first, so you have to bea good boy and stay quiet for me, okay? Can you wait by the front door for me, Crooks?"

	ReleasingCrookshanks,Hermionewatchedhimskipawayfromherbeforeshegaveher room another thoughtful scan and resigned herself to the task at hand. She cast a quickcharm tosilenceherfootstepsandslowlymadeherwaydownthestairs;absentlyrunningher fingers across the family portraits that were hung in the hallways.

	The familiar sound of the television floated towards her, and she turned into her sittingroom to find her parents sat on the couch, their backs to her as they sipped their morning teas and watched the news. The smell of burned toast filled her nostrils, reminding her of how endearingly clumsy her Dad could be, and how her Mum would eat it anyway because she loved him too much to complain.

	Hermione hesitated in the doorway as the agony threatened to overwhelm her, but sheshovedit aside, knowing her mind needed to be clear in order to do this. She wanted to do it now,

	before they realised she was there and she had to deal with the heartbreak of meetingtheir confused eyes. Catching a whimper in her windpipe, she raised her wand with a trembling hand and mentally prepared herself for the magic she was about to perform.

	"I love you both so much," she breathed, but her voice was drowned out by the television.A lone tear crawled down her cheek as she sealed her eyes and concentrated on the spell with everything she had. "Obliviate."

	She reluctantly peeled back her lids to watch her faces disappear from the photographs,and she would swear to Godric she could feel herself being erased from her parents' minds.

	Knowing she barely had minutes before their brains caught up with all the new and false information, she took a step towards them and kept her arms rigid at her sides. The temptation to reach out and just give them a parting hug was devastating, and it tookevery sliver of her control to refrain.

	Instead, she lifted her fingers to her lips and blew them a kiss. "I promise I will find youwhenthisisover,"sheexhaledbehindthem,beforeshebowedherheadandturnedtoleave.

	Thatwasit.

	Nofamily.NoHarryandRon.War.

	Shestoleasecondtomournherchildhoodandthefamilywhodidn'tknowsheexisted.

	Crookshanks was waiting loyally by the door, his head tilted to the side with something that resembled worry. Scooping him back into her hold, she clung to him for dear life as shegave her home a final grieving glance, before she left it behind. Her lungs ached with suppressed sobs as she spotted McGonagall, and she straightened her back in an effort to look strong.

	"That didn't take long," the professor commented, extending her arm to give the cat aquick pat. "How did it go?"

	 

	
"Fine," Hermione answered vaguely. "It went asexpected." "How are you feeling?"

	"I'm fine," she lied, lifting her chin to enhance her façade. "We should go backbefore someone sees us."

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	Hermionemadeherexcusesandrushedtoherroom,desperatelydesiringsolitudeandan

	escape from the sympathetic gaze that McGonagall had fixed her with since she had altered her parents' memories. She'd intended to lock herself away in her room and scream untilshe felt normal, but her legs crumbled beneath her the moment she entered her dorm.

	Crookshanks tumbled out of her hold as she sank to the floor, and she just didn't have it inher to even try and get up. She embraced her legs against her chest and dropped her forehead against her knees as she surrendered to the inevitable, and allowed the broken cries to tear through her throat. Her faithful pet nudged at her with mews of concern for his distressed

	owner, but she didn't notice; she simply wept into her jeans and pleaded for the cripplingpain in her chest to ebb.

	That was how Draco found her; a fractured and shuddering mess that made him freeze.His shrinking prejudices battled with his new-found feelings for her, but when she released

	another cracked cry, his feet lead him to her side too quickly to comprehend or dispute. He crouched next to her and warily studied his witch, hunting for any hint for her misery, butthe only thing that seemed out of place was the distressed cat pawing at her feet.

	"Are you hurt?" he mumbled doubtfully, but she didn't give any indication that she wasaware of his presence. "Granger, what's wrong?"

	Nothing.Notaflinch.

	He gathered every shred of patience he had and stroked aside some of her chaotic curls sohe couldseeherface.Somethingaboutthetorturedexpressionmarringherfeaturesmadehis gut spasm, and it affected him in a way that was completely foreign to him.

	"Granger," Draco tried again. "What isit?" Still nothing.

	Exhaling with frustration, his fingers subconsciously rubbed the nape of her neck insoothing circles. "Hermione," he sighed. "Tell me what you want me to do."

	 

	
Finally, he saw something; just a subtle flicker in her broken-hearted gaze that let himknow she'd heard him. He found himself holding his breath as she turned her head a little to

	acknowledge him and struggled to calm her erraticwhimpers. "My…my room," she managed in a small voice.

	"Alright," Draco muttered, gently taking her arm and tossing it across his shoulders before he rested one hand against her back, and the other under her knees. He got to his feet and liftedher with him, holding her tight as he headed for her door. Every one of her shivers andmoans vibratedagainsthischestashecarriedherintothebedroomandplacedheronthebed, seating himself on the edge as she curled up on her side with her back to him.

	"I…I want to b-be alone," she stuttered as Crookshanks hopped up on the bed and settledat the foot.

	Draco pursed his lips. "Granger, I don'tthink- "Please, Draco," she groaned.

	The raw desperation in her voice made him cringe, and he released a haggard breath ofassent before he eased himself off her bed and made to leave. He lingered in the doorframe for a moment, and glanced over his shoulder at the withering witch, realising with a sense of dread that he'd never been so…aware of another person. Salazar, strike him down, but he couldn't help it.

	With a weary shake of his head, he shut her door behind him, and frowned as her sobsleaked from her room, and followed him around for the remainder of the day.

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	It was broaching three in the morning when Draco decided he'd had enough. After a day of dragging and testing hours, he had considered every possible explanation for her griefuntil his head had hurt and his tolerance had simmered.

	He knew he needed to be tactical and delicate with his approach if he wanted to discover the reason for Granger's behaviour, and in an odd moment of consideration, he made her a cupof tea. It took a few attempts before he was satisfied, and with the steaming mug in his hand, he pushed open her door, and an unsettling sensation scratched down his spine when he saw her on the bed.

	Hermione had pulled her body up into a sitting position and cocooned herself in one ofher thick blankets. Her lips were trembling and bruised, no doubt from her incessant chewing

	 

	
habit when she was anxious, and her posture was slumped with defeat, but it was the lookin her eyes that made Draco's questionable soul falter. Her cries had stopped but her cheeks

	were glossed with hours-old tears, and the look in her distant gaze was haunting;beautifully broken and reminiscent of a corpse's empty stare. Steeling himself, he neared her with purpose, placing her tea on the bedside table and sinking into the mattress opposite her, but she looked right through him.

	"Come on, Granger," he started, his tone more clipped than he'd intended. "Snap out ofit. You have more strength than this."

	Hermionedidn'tblink.

	"What's happened?" he tried a different approach. "Is it…Is it Potter andWeasley?" Simply silence, and that same glassy gaze of nothing.

	"Fucking hell, Hermione," he hissed, grabbing her face and forcing her to look at him."Stop this. Tell me what the hell has happened."

	Her lids fell shut and Draco clenched his jaw with growing agitation. Touching their foreheads together, his thumbs soothed away the damp evidence of her mourning hours,and he allowed the pride-killing truth to stumble out of his mouth.

	"Come back to me, Granger," he bade in a barely-there voice. "I…," Salazar, forgive me."I need you."

	A drugging rush of relief swept through him when she snapped open her eyes and looked at him; not through him. Her tear-heavy lashes fluttered as she licked her lips, and he didn'tdare speak for fear that she would return to her catatonic state.

	"My Mum and Dad don't know who I am," she murmured finally, and his brow creasedwith confusion. "Muggles were…were being murdered, and I had to make sure they'd be safe…

	Draco didn't say a word, because he had no idea what he could possibly say. He had questions, but his instincts warned him to wait until she had crested some peace ofmind

	before he had any hope of dragging the specifics out of her. He shifted awkwardly on thebed; comforting people was hardly his forte at the best of times, and he reasoned that perhaps his actions would do more to alleviate her pain than his uncertain words.

	Pressing his face a little harder into hers so their noses touched, he tugged her into his lap, perhaps a little too roughly, and tangled his limbs around her. His witch clutched at hisarms and chest, like she was trying to melt into him or share his warmth. Leaning forward, Draco plucked the cup of tea from the table and shoved it into her hand.

	"Drink this," he told her. "You haven't had anything today." He watched her intently as she brought the drink to her lips to take tentative sip, and she hummed in thought beforegiving him a confused look. "What?" he questioned.

	 

	
"You make nice tea," Hermione mumbled thoughtfully, and she felt his scoff ofirony-laced amusement ruffle her hair.

	"I'lltakeyou'rewordforit,"hesaid,looseninghisarmsaroundher."Granger,I-

	"Do you know what the worst thing is?" she interrupted him, her voice a mixture ofdistress and resentment now. "I never…I never thought it was in me to truly hate someone; I mean really hate someone…to the point that I wish they were dead."

	Draco cringed at her cracked tone but decided it was best to let her speak and empty her burdened mind. His fingers toyed with the tips cocoa-tinted curls as he listened to herempty her soul for him with a sobering level of trust.

	"V-Voldemort has ripped apart so many lives and childhoods," she continued, lifting herchin and meeting his eyes. "Harry's, Neville's," she listed, reaching for his hand and grasping it tight. "Even yours."

	Draco exhaled and eyed their entwined fingers with an odd sensation tickling hisstomach."Granger-

	"Ihatehim,"shespatangrily,asfreshtearsfellfromherhazels."Ireallyhatehim-

	"Granger, breathe," he instructed steadily, a little relieved to hear the fire back in hervoice. "Drink some more tea-

	"Thank you," she blurted suddenly, and Draco's head jerked up in surprise. "For listeningto me. I…I feel a little better."

	He gave her an uncomfortable nod and frowned as he watched a betraying tear splashagainst his knuckles. Listening to the synchronised thuds of their hearts, he tilted his head to catch

	her lips with a brief but reassuring kiss. Evidently, her melancholy was far from over, buthe knew she would chase it away in her own time, because she was too strong to be lost in a lamenting limbo.

	"Whatdoyouwanttodonow?"heaskedquietly.

	"I'm tired," Hermione confessed, fidgeting in his arms and giving him that look when shewas abouttoasksomethingsheknewhewouldn'tlike."WillyoustaywithmeuntilIfallasleep?"

	He hesitated but slowly bowed his head with compliance before carefully manoeuvringthem under the covers, and allowing his lover to bury her face into his chest and sniff away some stubborn tears into his jumper. As he tossed a lazy arm across her waist, he realised they'd

	never done this before; simply slept together without the exhaustion of post-coitalbliss lingering between them.

	If anyone ever asked him in the future, he would say that this was the point when he acknowledged that his feelings for Granger had reached a potent, and ultimatelydangerous, level. So strong had they become, that he could honestly say they had blinded him to her

	impureblood.

	 

	
Hereallydidn'tcareanymore.
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	As Draco was slowly stirred awake by the hum of feline purrs, his brow creased with confusion when he realised that the space next to him was empty, save the snoozing catthat was near his feet.

	Quickly ignoring the pet, he flattened his palm against the spot where Granger should have been and felt the traces of her warmth tingle his skin. Hesitating as his sleep-blurred brain caught up, he slowly twisted his body to find her sitting at the window; her silhouette set against the garish and gold light of the morning. Squinting as his eyes adjusted, and risinginto a sitting position, he concentrated on her weary and strained expression, and frownedat her distracted gaze.

	Still clad in yesterday's clothes and her cheeks glossed with yesterday's tears, she wasclutching her legs tightly to her chest and resting her chin against her knees. Her lips were dented from relentless chewing, her mouth bent in a mourning frown, and her eyes werebag- crested and bloodshot. All she did was stare through the window pane.

	Sostill.

	Barelybreathing.

	He absorbed every detail of her with calculating eyes, churning the information around inhis head and trying to determine what he was supposed to do. Merlin knew he didn't have the slightest idea how to ease her distress, but the need to scratched under his skin anyway, andhe didn't even try to resist it.

	He cocked an eyebrow when she parted her lips and breathed heavily against the glass,liftinga finger to draw a mindless pattern in the condensation. With a sigh of defeat, he called hername.

	Hermione absently dragged her finger across the misty window and narrowed her eyes when she realised what she was doing. She and her mother had left little messages on thebathroom mirror when she'd been little; just little things like I love you or Goodnight.

	 

	
Her hand fell limp at her side as she read what she'd absentlyscribbled. See you soon.

	She shook her head when Draco's blurred voice seeped into her ears and snatched her backto reality. "What?"

	"Have you even had any sleep?" he repeated in a blanktone. "Oh," she exhaled. "A little…I mean enough-

	"Doesn't look like it," he said stiffly, tossing her blankets off him and sitting at the edge ofher bed. "You should get some more."

	"No, it's fine," she mumbled, and Draco hated how distant she sounded. "I wouldn't be ableto fall back to sleep now anyway-

	"Don't say you're fine when you're clearly not," he scolded, perhaps too bluntly. "It'sbloodyirritating-

	"But,Iam-

	"Save it," he grumbled. "Why you Gryffindors insist on covering everything up withfucking fairies and sunshine is beyond me-

	"I'mnot-

	"You feel disorientated, right?" he questioned sharply. "Like your mind is doingcartwheels, and you have no idea what to do with yourself."

	Hermionefelthermouthmovewithsilentwords."I…how…

	"In case you haven't noticed, we're in a similar boat here, Granger, so I know it's fuckedup." "A similar boat? What do you-

	"I've been missing since June," he reminded her in a deadpan voice. "I'm sure myparents think I'm dead; decomposing somewhere in a shallow grave dug by one of your lot."

	Shecringed."Draco-

	"It's true," he interrupted, regarding her with a detached expression. "What otherbelievable story could Snape have invented to account for my absence?"

	"I'm sorry," she murmured sincerely. "I didn't realise it had been so long for you, butperhapsSnape-

	"Even if he said I was missing, I would be presumed dead after this long," he reiterated, cocking his head when she grimaced. "Don't give me that sympathetic look, Granger. It'snot like I'm actually dead-

	 

	
"Butmaybe-

	"I have accepted that, Granger," he silenced her. "And you will accept yourcircumstances too, but you need to get over all that 'I'm fine' crap-

	"Draco-

	"So we're going to have a shower," he stated sternly, rising to stand and scowling atthe uncertain look she gave him. "Come on. Get up."

	"Draco," she sighed wearily, bowing her head. "I don't think I'm in the right frame ofmindfor-

	"I never mentioned shagging you," he interjected with a scowl as he neared her. "Nowcomeon-

	"Draco,Ijustwanttostayhere-

	"Tough shit," he snapped, snatching her arm and yanking her to her feet. "Don't makeme drag you-

	"Draco,letgo,"shegroaned,strugglingagainsthim."You'rehurtingme."

	The determined blond flinched but kept his grip firm at her elbow as he pulled her withhim, adamantly refusing to acknowledge her protests no matter how much her pleading tone harassed his ears. He knew he was being rough but he forced himself to be indifferent,

	because it was necessary. Granger might not see it, but she needed this. Neededhim. His scowl hardened as she dug her heels into the floor and clawed at his hand.

	"Stop fighting me," he warned over his shoulder, slinging his other arm around herabdomen to get a secure hold. Her flailing limbs were making it difficult. "Fucking hell, Granger-

	"Just leave me be," Hermione tried, frustrated tears threatening to slip past her lashes."What difference will a sodding shower make anyway? It won't-

	"Stop it," he growled as he finally managed to get her out of the bedroom. "Trust me whenI say the inactivity will only do more damage-

	"IsaidIwasfine!"sheshouted."Putmedown!"

	"No!" he yelled back, shoving her into the bathroom and slamming the door behind him. He gulped down the uneasy feeling wedged in his throat when he realised she was cryingagain, but he remained firm with his intent. "Don't you fucking dare try the door, because I'll just drag you back in here until you get the message."

	He tried not to be affected when she put distance between them and studied him with wary eyes.Didshereallybelievethathewouldhurther?Scoffingandshakinghisheadtocover his offence, he stalked over to the shower and flicked it on, testing the heat against hisfingers and keeping his eye on his dejected lover in the mirror.

	 

	
"Thisisridiculous,"Hermionemutteredbehindherbreath."Youarebeingridiculous-

	"Take your clothes off," he instructed steadily, tugging his own top over his head. "Or areyou going to be an awkward bitch again?"

	She stared at him with the sparks of defiance flickering in her eyes, before she released a haggardbreathandbegantoslowlytearherawayherclothes.Dracokepthisunflinching

	glare on her as he pulled down his trousers and boxers in one swift motion and thenstalking up to her with heavy strides. He ripped her jumper out of her grip and chucked it to the side with growing impatience, batting aside her hands before he reached for her jeans andknickers and yanked them down her legs.

	Hermione sucked in a hefty gulp of air and attempted to back away, but his hand wasalready fixed around her wrist. "What the hell is wrong with you?"

	"I haven't got all fucking day," he hissed coldly, spinning her around to remove her brabefore she could protest.

	He battled the temptation to admire her nudity and give into the instinctive twinge in his groin as she stood before him; infinitely alluring to him since the first night he hadbedded

	her. Every inch of her honey skin belonged to him, whether she liked it or not, but heneeded to carry this out and finish what he'd started. Feigning indifference, which was testing when his body yearned to react to her, he tugged on her wrist and guided them to the shower.

	"Get in," he told her, rolling his eyes when she predictably hesitated. "Fucking fine. We'lldo this the hard way then."

	She yelped in surprise when he picked her up, and he gritted his teeth in an effort toignore her bare and squirming body as he stepped into the shower and positioned them under the scolding rain of whispering waterdrops. The sweet steam wrapped around them like a veil, and Draco silently willed her to forget the outside world in this misty cocoon.

	Realitywasanobstacle.

	Always getting their fucking way and screwing with their secret sanctuary away from itall. Away from the War.

	Fromhispast.

	Fromeverything.

	And he came to acknowledge that he had settled into their sanctuary, despite every attemptat resistance. Reality was simply a muffled memory in here. With her.

	Whatthehellwouldhedowhen…

	Hefeltherhandspushingagainsthischest.

	"Whatareyouplayingat?"Hermionequestionedhotly."Letmeoutofhere-

	 

	
"No,"herefused,keepingherinplaceunderthewater."Thisiswhatyouneed-

	"Don't tell me what I need to do," Hermione argued in a low voice. "Don't you dare tellme how I should be dealing with this-

	"So, what?" he goaded. "You're just going to sit in your room and mope allday?" "I was not moping!" she protested loudly. "Shut your mouth, Draco!"

	"Well, stop being so fucking pathetic!" he carried on relentlessly, invading her space and looming over her. She really had no idea how idea how beautiful she was to him then; her cocoa curls streaked across her face and shoulders like rivulets of coffee, but he baited her regardless. "Crying about it like some shitty little Hufflepuff is hardly going to makethings all rosy again!"

	"I know that!" she spat, giving him a futile shove back. "Don't you think I knowthat?" "Then stop whining about it!"

	"You were a sulky prick when you first came here, so don't be such a sodding hypocrite!"she fired back. "I have every right to be upset! I am human!"

	"Then why the fuck bother lying and say you're fine?" he retorted sharply, bringing his face closetohers."Comeon,Granger!Letitout!Whysayyou'refinewhenyou'reclearlynot?"

	"BECAUSE I DON'T KNOW WHAT ELSE TO DO!" she screamed, her featurescreasing into a look of weary acceptance as her chest heaved between them. "WHAT THE HELL

	CANIDO,DRACO?ICAN'TDOABLOODYTHING!"

	Thereyougo.Screamitout,Granger.

	"AND IT FUCKING HURTS, DOESN'T IT?" he roared back, hating himself when she clenched her eyes shut, but she needed this. He knew she did. He knew her. "YOUCAN'T DO ANYTHING ABOUT IT-

	"Stopit!"

	"YOU AREHELPLESS- "STOP IT!"

	"BUT THERE'S NOTHING YOU CAN DO!" he shouted, so loud it scorched hiswindpipe. "ACCEPT IT, HERMIONE! THERE'S NOTHING YOU CAN-

	Sheslappedhim.Hard.

	And in the next second she was grabbing his face and smashing her lips intohis. Do what you need to do…

	 

	
Shesucked,licked,tasted,gorged.

	Draco felt her claw her fingernails against his scalp and grab desperate fistfuls of his ice- blond hair to pull him even closer. As close as possible. He could taste her need behind her teeth and at the back of her mouth, and he knew he'd accomplished what he'd intended. He matched her; tongue for tongue and bite for bite, as his hands went wild over back, sidesandwaist.

	Allhis.

	But he willed himself to remain poised. This was about her. What she needed. And fora moment, that terrified him.

	Her throaty moan glided over his tongue and brought him straight back to the now. Her. Twisting them together, he slammed her up against the tiles with a wet slap and dipped his hand between them to cup the heat between her thighs. Entering her with two fingers, asdeep as he could, and thumbing her sex-bud with a practiced pressure that he knew made her tremble, he swallowed her sigh and kissed her hard. Hard enough split lips and coax blood.

	Herblood,hisblood.Italltastedthesame.

	"Take what you need from me," he murmured, his husky tone rumbling between theheavy breaths and thrumming lips.

	Keening and stabbing her nails into his shoulders, Hermione rocked her hips into his touch, encouragedbyhiswordsandtooconsumedtoresist.Godric,shelovedhishandsandfingers

	- in her hair, on her skin, inside of her - and right now they were pushing perfectly againsttheenigmatic spot beneath her stomach, and coaxing smouldering sensations to flutter in hersystem.

	Butitwasn'tenough.

	"More,"shewhisperedbetweenclashinglips,hopinghewouldunderstandhermeaning.

	Draco immediately withdrew his hand and grabbed her thighs, hitching them up and snaking them around his torso. He didn't trust himself to slip between her folds. Not yet. He neededto keep his head. He was so hard that the muscle under his strained skin throbbed with pain.

	She'd never been like this; uninhibited and her nerves completely discarded as she let the passion and her need to forget overtake her, and it was so fucking arousing. But he neededto keep his head. It was about her.

	Her.Her.Her.

	Shewasbreakingthekissagain.

	"Draco,"shehummed,likehispulse."Please…

	Catching her bottom lip between his teeth to stifle his groan, he hoisted her a little higherso he could grab his length, and the moment he'd pressed himself at her slit, she clamped her

	 

	
legs tighter and engulfed him. Draco sucked in a shallow breath at her unexpected andbrazen movement, but this was what she needed; to let the instincts ride her and abandon thought.

	Abandonreason.

	Abandoneverythingbutthefleshandtheache.

	She was tugging at his arms, neck, face; anything she could reach to pull him into her. Tomelt them together. Her legs were like a possessive vice around him; locking him in herslick warmth, so tight that Draco shuddered. Blind lust. Raw. The most honest kind. He buckedinto her, guided by the own desperate sways of her body to invent a rhythm of obligingthrusts to the sounds of smacking skin and the drumming shower. And is was fast.

	Frantic.

	Frenzied.

	Feral.

	Fucking friction. Everywhere. From their scraping teeth, to the thuds of hips, and theclawing hands; all wrapped up in humid steam and echoing whimpers. And Hermione was alive,almost knocking him of his feet as she writhed and tried to find her release. Find the fire.

	Hunt for it. A strangled sound tumbled out of her mouth when he pushed against the spotthat burned her core and made her soul quake.

	"There,"shesighed,partingtheirlipsandliftingherchin."Kissmyneck."

	Draco instantly buried his face into the sensitive curve by her shoulder and sucked her skin.He knew where his tongue teased her best; right under the line of her jaw and beneath her earlobes, and her fingernails grazed up his spine to confirm what he already knew. Hermoans were louder now, no longer lost between lips, and they spilled into his ears and pushed himjust that little bit closer to the edge.

	Butthatwasokay.

	That was okay because he could feel the muscles in her legs beginning to tense andclench with spasmodic jolts, and her lusty mewls were climbing to a higher pitch.

	Thereitis…

	Nothing felt closer to bliss than those twitching ripples that marked the beginning of theend. The climax. The everything and anything. Like bold feathers gliding over steel. He couldn't help but tip his head back to witness her raptured features; eyes sealed, slack-jawed and her whole body rigid as she let it course through her veins, blood, bones. Anywhere it couldreach.

	Tucking his hand between them, his fingers sought to massage her swollen flesh again, justto make her sex-static last for those few extra moments. He let her absorb every millisecond of

	the madness, waiting until her internal flexes ceased before he stole two more thrustsand found his own release.

	 

	
He smothered his choked groan into another kiss as he let go; his vision blurring at theedges, and the tension behind his navel bursting. Let her have him. His climax was short-lived; he'd worked solely around her needs and wants, and subsequently rushed his own desire, but he really didn't care. It had been for her.

	Her.Her.Her.

	But the exhaustion swept over Draco anyway, and he surged all his strength into his arms to keep his lover steady as his knees crumbled and caved. They slid down the tiles and landedina graceless mess of weak limbs at the base of the shower; foreheads touching and panting so hard their lungs ached and threatened to rupture.

	Hermione was completely limp against him as he used the remainder of his strength togather her close and lace his fingers into her tangled curls. Trembling. Shivering. Relishing. The

	shower droplets sprinkled their flushed bodies, slowly bringing back normal sensationsand urging their senses to function again.

	Letitsubside.

	Letthemlinger.

	"I…," Hermione struggled to speak through her heavy breaths. "I think I got abit…carried away," she finished, and Draco could picture the blush crawling into her cheeks. "I'm sor-

	"Don'tyoudarefuckingapologise,Granger,"hegrunted.

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	Merlin knew how he managed it, but he'd carried them back into her bedroom and settled them at her window-seat, covered in a clumsy collage of damp blankets and towels as she rested her back against his chest and sat between his legs. He couldn't help but indulge ina private smirk as a sated sigh left her and shattered the lazy silence.

	"Feelbetternow?"heaskedwithacockytone.

	He could practically hear her brain working as it dawned on her. "You were winding meup on purpose before," she accused slowly. "Weren't you?"

	"Very shrewd of you, Granger," he replied, his lips twitching with amusement. "Yes, Iwas." "Dare I ask why?"

	 

	
"Because you needed to vent," he provided with a blasé shrug. "Despite whatyou Gryffindors preach, sometimes anger is the answer."

	Hermione tossed his statement around in her head and dampened her lips. "And youthought riling me up when you don't have a wand was a good idea?"

	Draco snorted. "I'm pretty confident you won't be firing anymore hexes my way, Granger,"he said. "I'm sure you like all of me in working order-

	"You may have pushed me too far if you'd carried on," she warned, but it washalf-hearted. "You were being a right tosser-

	"But it worked," he reminded her smoothly. "So now we're past all the 'I'm fine' crap, wecan move on-

	"Godric, you are such a conniving git," she mumbled with an edge or irritation. "Isuppose the sex was a nice little perk to your plan?"

	"I didn't know you were going to pounce on me," Draco told her, his voice rich with mirth."I assumed you would simply shout for a while and possibly give me a few slaps." His chuckle vibrated down her spine. "But it was certainly a decent surprise."

	Herbrowcreasedwiththought."Youreallydidn'tplanthat?"

	"I planned to piss you off," he explained with another shrug. "I didn't know exactly whatyou would do. But like I said; you needed to vent."

	Hermioneopenedhermouthtospeak,butquicklysnappeditshutbeforeawordcould escape.Thetemptationtopointoutthathehaddonesomethingdangerouslycloseto unselfish made her tongue tingle, so she clamped it between her teeth. With theshower-steam stillghostingacrosstheirskinandtheatmosphererelaxed,shedidn'tdareriskacomment that would make him defensive and shatter the calm. And she felt…normal again; still inevitably upset about her parents, but better.

	He had made her feelbetter. He had thought about her.

	The silence was stretching as her eyes fell to his leg, and she leaned forward to finger thescar she'd never noticed before. "How did you get this?"

	"WhenIfelloffmybroomintheQuidditchmatch,"herepliedafterapause."SecondYear."

	She hummed as the memory stained her brain. "And this one?" she asked, movingher inquisitive fingers to his other leg, just below his knee.

	"Sameastheotherone."

	Finding herself intrigued, she carefully shifted to face him and peeled away the blankets, leaving him bare and beautiful with only a towel to cover the tops of his legs and hiscrotch.

	 

	
Ignoring Draco's suspicious look, her eyes roamed him curiously and glinted when shefounda thick mark on his arm. "I think I know this one," she couldn't help but smile, pointing to it."Hippogriff?"

	"Very fucking funny," he drawled, cocking an eyebrow. "Are youdone?" "No," she quipped, moving to his chest and finding another. "This one?"

	Draco clenched his jaw and met her eyes. "That one's from the Curse Potter hit me withlastyear."

	Cringingastheunavoidabletensiondriftedbetweenthem,shedesperatelysearchedfor

	anotherscartocommenton,buttherestofhimwasapparentlyflawless."Isthatallofthem?"

	"You missed one," he told her, lips lifting into a smirk as he pointed to a barely-there markby his nose. "Ring any bells?"

	Her eyes widened as she peered at the tiny blemish. "From when I punched you?" she questioned, grinning when he nodded and eagerly abandoning the Sectumsempra scar."You know, I'm not apologising for that."

	Dracosnorted."Ineveraskedyouto."

	"And I have one to match," she smiled, showing him the faint graze on her knuckles."Should have known better than to punch your pointy face."

	A sarcastic retort almost shot her down, but he let it fizzle in his mouth when he spottedthe long, white mark on her shoulder. "Since we're on the topic," he said, gesturing to her flaw. "What's that from?"

	"Last year," Hermione said, tilting her head to give it a glance. "Ron accidentally shovedme off the couch and I caught the table."

	Draco rolled his eyes. "Weasley is such a clumsy twat," he muttered, but his eyes narrowed when he caught sight of the rather nasty scar on her ribs, just peeking above her towel."How the hell did you get that one?"

	"Department of Mysteries," she frowned, adjusting the towel to hide it completely."Dolohov got me with some Curse. Quite a bad one."

	Theuncomfortablesilencereturned.

	Draco momentarily wondered how he'd missed the flaws to her sun-kissed skin, butmaybe he'd just never really seen her before, or taken the time to look. That odd flicker in his gut was back with a vengeance; practically permanent now, and he still had no idea how to broach it, but he tried not give it any heed as Hermione slowly eased herself back into her previous position, leaning against him.

	And he knew her; flaws and all, and it only seemed to encourage the inappropriate stirringsin his stomach.

	 

	
Shehadscarredhim.

	Andhedidn'tmeanthemarkonhisface.

	Hermione's mind was equally distracted, for she knew exactly how to identify theerratic sensations in her gut. She just didn't know what do about them.

	And a scary thought had seeped into herskull. Harry and Ron. Her parents. All gone.

	And her separation from Draco was ultimately inevitable, no matter how much she'dbeen ignoring that fact.

	Whatwouldshedowhen…

	"Do you want to read another book?" she rushed out frantically, summoning her wandinto her hand.

	His sigh tickled her shoulder-blades."Fine." "Any preferences?"

	"Not another depressing play," he remarked in a dry tone, secretly relieved for thedistraction. "That Shakespeare bloke you're so bloody fond of must have been suicidal, or wanted his readers to be."

	"He wrote comedies too," Hermione murmured, flicking her wand to Accio one ofher favourites. "I love this one."

	She felt his chin sink into her shoulder as she turned to the first page, adjusting the book against her knees so he would be able to read it comfortably. She'd selected AMidsummer Night's Dream; a book laced with magic, conflicts and forbidden romances.

	Andahappyending.

	Hermioneclosedhereyes.

	Becausethatcanhappeninfiction.
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	I am soooooooo sorry that this is short…(don't hate me…)! I have an exam Tuesday so my time has been a little buggered, but I'm hoping that the content makes up for it, and assure you that I will be back to regular updates and longer chapters once my examsare out of the way! Promise!

	 

	
Thankssomuchfortheresponsesofar,Ireallyhavebeenblownaway,andhavehad

	the pleasure of meeting some lovely people on facebook (you know who you are!).The reviews have been lovely to read, and I can't explain to you how flattered I am.

	Text mentioned was William Shakespeare's A Midsummer Night's Dream (obviously…). And if you listened to the songs I suggested, let me know whatyou thought. Or if you had any of your own, let me know what they were!

	It's pushing three in the morning and my wine glass is empty, which means it'sbed-time!I enjoyed writing this chapter, so I hope you enjoyed reading it!

	ReadandReview!

	 

	
Storm

	 

	ChapterNotes

	 

	 

	Can I please suggest another song for this chapter? I can't seem to stop now…I was thinking Blue October - Ugly Side or Muse - Butterflies and Hurricanes for Draco's thoughts towards the end of this chapter. Let me know if they fit okay! - s/n: Thelovely MrsFWDarcy recommended Stateless - Bloodstream for this chapter, and it is bloody

	perfect!Thelyricsarespoton!Thankssomuch!

	 

	 

	See the end of the chapter for morenotes

	 

	 

	Days and hours rush by when the company makes you smile for noreason. Time becomes irrelevant.

	It was a good few days since Hermione's outburst in the shower, and things had been easyand almost peaceful in the dorm; just sleepy mornings and smooth afternoons basking in the calm. It was easy and effortless, with the minutes playing host to sarcastic arguments,which were more for amusement than spite, and comfortable silences, as though neither of them dared break the moment.

	In those silences, Draco often found his stare lingering on her charming features; absently counting the spatter of freckles across her nose, or secretly grinning as she mumbledsomething incoherent to herself when she was engrossed in a book. He always caughthimself beforeshenoticedandscoldedhisbehaviour,buthiseyeswouldalwaysfindtheirwayback to her again, and learn the details of her face.

	But the unanswered questions about her parents tingled the back of his throat. She hadn't mentioned them again, and he had refrained from broaching the subject in an effort to keep the relaxed atmosphere, but he needed to know. His instincts warned him that it was something to do with the War, and after months of being stashed away in here andoblivious to the outside world, he was sick of being left in the dark.

	Thingswerehappening.Significantthings.Hecouldfeelitscratchingthepitofhisstomach.

	Hermione could feel it too; the eerie static flickering in the air that smelled like DarkMagic. The snow was beginning to get lighter, and the rain would come soon, washing away the beautiful, white landscape that she loved, and making way for bleak thunderstorms.

	Godric curse her for being selfish and a little naïve, but she had shoved the War to the backof her skull for the past few days to savour these moments with Draco. She felt something deliriously close to contentment in his presence; taking every excuse to touch him and

	memorisehowhisskinfeltbeneathherfingertips.Whetheritwassearchingfortheblue

	 

	
specks in his smoky eyes, or studying the softening of his face before he fell asleep,she relished all of him and remembered how to smile.

	Because she knew it was onlytemporary. The calm between storms.

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	It was his witch's squirming that slowly stirred Draco from his sleep, and he tightened the arm around her torso to keep her still. He had given up trying to keep a distance from herin bed; his body always sought her warmth anyway, and there was something instinctively pleasing about waking up in a tangle of limbs and body heat.

	He could feel her hair tickling the tip of his nose and he pressed his face closer, but hesitated whenherealisedthatsomethingwasoff.Hernormallysilkycurlsfeltcoarseagainsthis cheek, and when he slowly peeled open one eye, he was confronted by rusty fur instead ofthe chestnut mane he'd become accustomed to.

	"What the…" he mumbled, rearing back to eye his lover's cat with distaste. He wrinkledhis nose when the pet had the audacity to creep even closer to him, and he reached over to prod Hermione's arm. "Granger. Granger wake the hell up."

	Groaning into her pillow, the sleepy brunette twisted around to face him and squintedagainst the first rays of morning. "What's wrong with you?"

	"Yourvilecatispawingatme,"hegrowled."Gethimoffme."

	"Don't call him vile," she said, stifling a chuckle when she realised Crookshanks wasindeed trying to gain some affection from Draco. "He just likes you."

	"Well, I don't like him," he grumbled, picking up the cat and dumping him intoHermione's lap. "Scruffy, bloody thing-

	"Oh hush," Hermione tried not to laugh. "He doesn't like many people, so you shouldbeflattered-

	"Yes, I'm bloody ecstatic," he drawled, rolling his eyes. "It hardly helps his case whenhe wakes me up on a Sunday morning."

	"It's Sunday?" she frowned, glancing at her Charmed calendar and then her clock. "Damn,I need to meet McGonagall in a bit."

	 

	
Hearchedaneyebrow."Whatfor?"

	"Michael's coming back today," she explained, missing the flash of jealousy that dented his expression as she climbed out of bed. "Everyone will be coming back soon, and we needto discus preparations-

	"And how long will that take?" he questioned sharply, admittedly irritated that the HeadBoy was ruining his chances of a morning quickie. "Fucking Corner-

	"Don't start," she told him, shrugging on some clothes and casting a spell to make herselfa bit more presentable. "It shouldn't take long; maybe an hour or so. Could you feed Crookshanks while I'm out please?"

	"Wouldn't it be more beneficial to society to just let him starve?" he mumbled,flinching when she spun around to slap his arm.

	"Don'tbesucha-

	"Fine," he grumbled reluctantly, before his lips moulded into an knowing smirk."Naturally, I'm going to ask a favour in return."

	Her mouth stretched of its own accord, and a playful blush coloured her cheeks. "Dare Iask what it will entail?"

	"I'm sure I will think of something by the time you get back," Draco shrugged, but hiseyes widened when Hermione suddenly leaned in to smother his mouth with a quick kiss.

	Studying her curiously and subtly licking his lips as she pulled away, he slowly archedan eyebrow as she flashed him a perfect smile. "What was that for?"

	"Does there need to be a reason?" she asked, twisting around and heading out of theroom. "I'll be back in a bit."

	Staring at her retreating back with pensive eyes, the click of the door snapped him back tothe present,andheshookhishead,rakinghisfingersthroughhishair.Ithadbecomesonatural to be this way with her now; unguarded and comfortable in her presence, but the moment he was left to his own devices, he berated himself for getting so close.

	Tooattached.

	Buttherewaslittlebecoulddoaboutitnow.Hisinterestinherwasembeddedintohis system and crawling in his veins, making his heart throb faster when she was close enoughto inhale. When once it had felt like an infection, it now felt like brandy; warm and pleasant.

	And the War was the hangover. The headache, the sickness, thereality. The storm.

	.

	 

	
***

	 

	 

	.

	ThesecondHermionesteppedoverherthreshold,sheknewsomethingwaswrong.

	The air felt thick and humid, and she hesitated outside of her door when she noticed all the Magical Portraits were peculiarly subdued or absent from their frames. The quiet hum of distant sounds was vibrating along the corridors, too low to discern but ominouslyconsistent, and her feet began moving towards the source. When something that sounded eerily like a

	muffledscreamharassedherears,shequickenedherstepsandwithdrewherwand.

	By the time she could hear the shouting and panic clearly, Hermione realised she wassprinting towards the Medical Wing, and the metallic tang of blood was drowning hersenses, stinging her eyes and simmering on her tongue.

	Bursting into the room, she skidded to a stop and gasped at the chaos surrounding her; thirtyor so people were crowded into the small space, and littered across the scarce beds and floor, all writhing in pain. Her vision blurred as she tried to make sense of it all; her focuslingering on an elderly wizard with blood weeping from his temple, before shifting to a young witch, whose arm was contorted in an unnatural shape. And then to another person with a different injury. And then another. Another…

	Someonewascallinghername…

	She looked up and locked eyes with McGonagall, and absently registered that the Headmistress, Madam Pomfrey, Professor Sprout and a couple of Mediwitches weretending to the victims as best they could, but there were so many…

	"Hermione!" McGonagall called again. "Go to the classroom next door! Horace needshelp- "Wh-what's going on?" Hermione interrupted in between laboured breaths. "What the-

	"St Mungo's was attacked!" she shouted over the racket. "I need you to help Horace!Go!Quickly!"

	Noddingdumblyandspinningonherheel,sheracedtotheadjacentroomandfounda

	similar disturbing scene; perhaps fifteen scattered victims strewn across the desks, chairs and floor, smeared with red stains and crying in agony. Professor Slughorn and a Mediwitchwere amongst the injured, frantically mumbling Healing Charms and prying open mouths to feed them potions.

	Hermione was momentarily frozen to the spot as her brain sucked it allin. There was just…so much blood…

	Puddles of it were peppered across the floorboards, dissected by footprints and handprints from people scrambling around and seeking help. Some of the victims were choking onclots

	 

	
and coughing it up into their laps or cupped palms, mixed with watery vomit and bile.Limbs were twisted and bent in revolting shapes, flesh was sliced with deep gashes, and midnight- blue bruises were smacked across every inch of skin she could see.

	Thiswasit.

	ThiswastherealityofWar. This was the storm.

	Hermionesuckedinadeepbreathandrushedintoaction.

	Hereyesdartedaroundanddidaquickassessment,tryingtoestablishwhorequired

	immediate attention, before running over to a wizard on the floor with gruesome abdominal wounds, and who seemed to have trouble breathing. Sinking to her knees and dismissing the sick squelch as she landed in pool of blood that climbed up her jeans, she studied the sticky mess of his body warily and shut out everything else to concentrate on this batteredstranger.

	Usingherwandtopeelawayhisclothing,sheflinchedassheregisteredjusthowbadthe

	damage was; splintered ribs protruding out of his torso and a wide slash halving hisstomach, but she gritted her teeth, ignoring her reflex to gag, and began reciting the appropriateHealing Charm. Glancing up, she found the middle-aged man's weak gaze fixed on her, and she absently used her free hand to give his face a soothing touch.

	"It will be okay," she whispered to him reassuringly. "It will beokay." She wished she believed her own words.

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	Dracoscowledattheclockforthesixthtimeinfortyminutes.

	When Granger had failed to return after an hour, as she had promised, he had gnashed his teeth and surrendered to jealous notions about Corner's intentions. But when the fifthhour had passed by and the day had slipped into the afternoon, he had started to feel uneasy.

	Granger's cat had also been rather jittery, and while he hadn't paid much attention to herboats aboutCrookshanks'incredibleintuition,somethingniggledatthebackofhisbrainand warned him to be on his guard.

	Releasing a frustrated breath, he headed into Hermione's bedroom to fetch a book anddistract himself. Absentmindedly rummaging in her vast collection, he accidentally caught a stack

	 

	
withhisarmthatsentseveraltextsflyingacrossthefloor,andacursegrumbledinhis

	windpipeashebentdowntopickthemup,buthiseyesnarrowedatoneparticularbook.

	It was tattered with time and the title was too distorted to read, but he could make outthe lettersH,CandX,andhisbrowcreasedwithanxiety.Surelyshewasn'treadingabout…

	He reached for the book and frowned when a few sheets of parchment fell out, decoratedwith hasty scribbles and signed 'H&R.' He couldn't help but roll his eyes. Salazar forbid that Potter and Weasley learn something about the art of being cryptic, but he didn't have time to mull

	over it, as a quick glance at the first page of the book told him what he'dsuspected.Horcruxes.

	Apparently Potter and Weasley were searching forthem. And he didn't have a bloody clue how to feel about that.

	He despised Voldemort; that creature had put a price on his head for his failed attempt at Dumbledore's assassination, and had forced him to go into isolation. It had all made sense when he'd been so fixated on his pureblood ideals, and even though he had accepted that Granger's blood no longer bothered him, that was only Granger. He had no idea how hefelt about the other Muggle-blooded hybrids.

	He might want Voldemort dead, but the idea of championing Potter's side ofMuggle-huggers was far from desirable. And just where did his parents stand in all this? Surely they still couldn't be supporting Voldemort when he'd threatened their only son with death?

	Hedidn'tknowhowtofeelaboutanythinganymore.He.Did.Not.Know.

	Tucking the letters into the book and placing it back where it had been, he shook his headand pinched the bridge of his nose. Merlin, everything was so monumentally fucked up.

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	Hermionesleevedawaythesweatonherforehead.

	Of the fifty-one casualties and staff who had managed to escape St Mungo's, four haddied, and it was doubtful several others would see tomorrow.

	Healing Charms drained the energy of the caster and transferred it to the subject's body, so when the scant supplies of Dittany, Wound-cleaning Potion and every other helpful concoction had been used just after she'd arrived, all they'd had was their wands.Hermione

	 

	
had taken two vials of Vitamix just to keep her standing, and had recited every HealingSpell she knew for six hours straight, refusing to finish until everyone had been seen to.

	Hermione's muscles were aching with exhaustion and her head was spinning with dizziness, but she refused to blink until this young girl's femur had been fixed. Cringing at the soundof shards of bone clicking back into place, she glanced around to see who need her attentionnext, but everyone looked like they'd been seen to.

	There was some level of order now; chairs and desks had been transfigured into beds, andthe wounded had been wrapped in thick blankets; black if they'd been assessed, and white if not.

	Aside from the young witch at her side now and the wizard that the Mediwitch washealing, everyone was donned in black blankets, and Hermione was ready to weep with relief. She

	knew it was far from over, and that the victims would require surveillance well into thenight, but the worst of it was dealt with, and for that she was grateful. Waving her wand to change

	theyoungwitch'sblanketblack,shestartedwhenacomfortinghandrestedonhershoulder.

	"Good job, Miss Granger," Professor Slughorn nodded tiredly. "That's everyone now.Maybe you should take a breather-

	"No,"Hermionerefused."TheremustbesomethingelseIcandotohelp."

	"The best thing they can do is rest," he told her gently. "Unfortunately, I have run outof Dreamless Sleep Potion, so I shall have to brew some more."

	"I have some in my room," she mumbled, getting to her feet. "I don't know if I havemuch though. I'll go and get it, and I'll help you make some more when I get back-

	"Perhapsyoushouldhaveanapwhileyou'reinyourroom-

	"I'm fine," she assured her Professor, turning to leave before he could argue. "I'll be backinminute."

	After spending the morning in a room filled with the devastated and dying, walking downthe corridorfeltsurreal,andtheairwasfreshonherlungs.Shesuckeditinwithgreedygulps and tried to comb her fingers through her hair, but they got stuck in the matted curls, and the sticky blood gathered under her nails. She absently noticed that her jeans and white jumper

	were spattered with it too, but she didn't care; it hardly seemed relevant underthecircumstances.

	Her steps were slow and weary as she neared her dorm, and as she raised a weak andshaking hand to open her door, she silently prayed that she could get in and out before Draco noticed. While a part of her wanted nothing more than to crawl into his lap and steal his warmth, he wouldhaveinevitablequestions,andhermindwastooladenwiththeday'seventstogive him any solid answers.

	Almost tumbling into the room when her balance wavered, she caught herself andinstantly met Draco's wide and wild eyes; flickering with concern and confusion as they studied the state she was in.

	 

	
"Shit," he breathed raggedly, jumping up from the couch and stalking towards her."Fucking hell, Granger, you're-

	"I'm fine," she interrupted, lifting her hand to stop him. "It's not myblood- "You're covered in it-

	"Iknow,"shemurmured,tryingtomovepasthim."Draco,Ineedto-

	"Are you hurt?" he demanded, grabbing her elbows and keeping her steady. "You looklikehell-

	"Draco, let go of me," she said, struggling in his grip. "I need to get back andhelp- "Help who?" he asked. "What the hell happened?"

	Sighing in defeat, Hermione placed her palms against his chest and closed her eyes. "St Mungo's was attacked," she told him in a deceptively even voice. "Some people managedto escape in time, and they're here-

	"Attacked?"herepeated."Whatdoesthatmean?"

	"It means that this War has begun," she frowned at him, pulling out of his grip andputting somespacebetweenthem."Itmeansthatyouaregoingtohavetomakesomedecisions."

	Draco'sbrowlowered."Andwhatthefuckdoesthatmean?"

	"Voldemort is getting more powerful, Draco," she explained. "If Hogwarts is next, thenyou are going to have to decide exactly which side you are on-

	"That'snotfair,Granger,andyouknowit-

	"Don't you dare talk to me about fair!" she blurted hotly. "I just had to watch fiftypeople struggle to survive, so don't you dare make yourself into some kind of victim!"

	"Do you realise what you're asking of me, Granger?" he fired back. "Just becausethat psychopath wants me dead, it doesn't mean I'm going to jump on Potter's sodding

	bandwagon-

	"This War is bigger than your pathetic issues with Harry, Draco!" she shouted with frustration. "We're not children anymore! You need to start thinking for yourself andstop tying to be your father-

	"Don't mention my father!" he warned loudly. "This is what my family do, Granger!There's nothing I can do about that-

	"You could stand up for yourself!" Hermione argued tenaciously, bunching the fabric ofhis top in her fists and meeting his eyes. "You might have Death Eaters in your family, but you also have good in your family-

	 

	
"Whatthehellareyoutalkingabout?"

	"Look at Sirius and Regulus!" she supplied quickly. "They both betrayed your family totry and defeat Voldemort-

	"And look what happened to them!" he spat coldly, tearing out of her grip on hisshirt. "They're fucking dead!"

	"There'sAndromedatoo-

	"What the hell do you want me to do, Granger?" he barked, tossing his arms in the airwith agitation. "You would have me fight against my own family?"

	"Iwouldhaveyoufightforwhatyoubelievein!"

	"I DON'T KNOW WHAT THAT IS ANYMORE!" Draco roared, his breathing elevated ashe eyed his lover coldly. "You screwed everything up!

	Hermione shook her head. "I know you don't think the way you used to anymore," sheargued adamantly. "I know that you don't-

	"Don'ttellmehowIthink-

	"But it's true!" she retorted. "And you can stand there and claim I've brainwashed you allyou like, but you know that you came to your own conclusions-

	"Don't start with your psychoanalytical crap, Granger," he scolded in a dark voice. "Iwill admit that I have moved past my hatred for you, but that doesn't mean my views on other Muggle-borns have altered-

	"Yes it does," she told him smoothly. "You might be in denial, but I can tell youaredifferent."

	Hesnorted."Youseewhatyouwanttosee-

	"You are not who you were!" she contested, catching his face between her hands andforcing him to match her eyes. "I know you now, Draco. I do-

	"You are too quick to seek the positive in people, Granger," he muttered quietly, watchinghis reflection in her hazels. Lifting his hand to her cheek, he thumbed the smudge of blood there and then dragged his finger across her bottom lip. "Why do we have to fight at all, Granger? Why don't we just…leave?"

	Hermioneblinked."Youmeanrunaway?"sheclarified,wincingwhenhedippedhishead.

	"You know I can't do that. If Voldemort wins this War, then the other Muggle-borns and Iwill be killed. I have to fight-

	"No,youdon't-

	 

	
"Yes, I do, Draco!" she yelled, backing away from him. "I will die trying! I will not runaway like some coward! If you want to, then that's up to you-

	"Don'tcallmeacoward,"hehissed."Don'tevercallmeacoward!"

	"Then stand up for yourself!" she snapped back, taking a deep breath to prepare for her next question. The question that had been eating at her brain since she'd begun to fall for him."If Voldemort agreed to take you back as a Death Eater, would you?"

	He hesitated, and Hermione felt her heart drop. She averted her eyes and stalked towardsher room, unable to look at him and reminding herself that she'd returned to her dorm with apurpose.

	"Don't walk away from me, Granger!" Draco called, his footsteps following behind her."And don't give me that fucking look!"

	She refused to acknowledge him as she retrieved three vials from her trunk, spinningaround and crashing into his sturdy body in the doorframe. "Get out of my way, Draco-

	"Wearenotfinishedhere-

	"Yes,weare,"sheinterruptedbreathlessly,keepinghereyesonhischest."Ican't…Ican't

	believe you would even consider supporting Voldemort after what has happened betweenus- "I never said I would-

	"You couldn't give me a straight answer," she reminded him sadly. "Youcouldn't- "It's not that simple, Granger. It's complicated-

	"No,it'snot-

	"Granger," he murmured quietly, attempting to grasp her shoulders, but she shruggedaway his hands. "Hermione, come on-

	"I don't want you near me right now," she whispered with a wavering tone. "I can't evenlook at you."

	Draco's defiant stance faltered at her words, and he clenched his fists as she bushed pasthim. "Where the hell are you going?" he asked as he swivelled around. "Hey! Don't bloody ignoreme!"

	"I'm going to help thosepeople- "How long will you be?"

	"Idon'tknow,Draco!"sheshoutedoverhershoulder."Aslongasittakes!"

	He opened his mouth to retort, but the shrill slam of the door cut him off, and a huskygrowl vibrated behind his teeth. Agitated pants steamed past his lips as he cradled his head in his

	 

	
hands, and his fingernails stabbed his scalp. Merlin knew why, but his feet carried him to the bathroom,andhehunchedoverthebasin;spittingoutthebilethathadgatheredinhismouth.

	Youaregoingtohavetomakesomedecisions…

	His chest heaved as his lover's words rattled around in his skull, pulsing against his templeand making him feel light-headed. The angry heat paced through his veins and throbbed underneath his skin, and he ripped his top over his head, ignoring the sense of déjà vu as his hands clutched the sink. His knuckles paled as sweat broke out on his forehead, slidingdown his face and raining against the porcelain.

	Maybe there were tears mixed with them. Maybenot. You need to start thinking for yourself…

	He lidded his eyes and clenched them tight, biting his tongue and eyeing the pinkish ribbonof salvia slithering towards the plughole. Flicking on the cold tap, he splashed his face with water and warily raised his tumultuous glare to his reflection. The person staring backmade his anger rise.

	Iwouldhaveyoufightforwhatyoubelievein!

	Draco flinched. Why couldn't she understand that he didn't know what to believe in? Why couldn't she grasp that everything in his world had been flipped around and left in a mess that he couldn't decipher? Why the fuck couldn't she realise that he just wanted to disappear inher kiss and abandon the world beyond these walls?

	You can stand there and claim I've brainwashed you all you like, but you know that youcame to your own conclusions…

	"Shutup,"hegruntedunderhisbreath.

	He studied his pseudo-self in the mirror and found Hermione everywhere. The whispersof her kisses staining his lips, her midnight murmurs still tickling his ears, the remains of her fingerprints against his chest; it was all there. She had melted into him. Inside and outside. Physically and mentally.

	I know you don't think the way you used toanymore… "Shut up," he bit out, louder this time.

	He hunted his reflection for a shred of evidence that he wasn't the cold bastard he'd been, buthe looked the same. The same, but so different that it haunted him. A stranger with his face.His thoughts shifted back to Hermione, and how affected he'd been when he'd seen hercoveredinblood.Ithadshakenhissoul.Hedidn'twanttoseeherhurt…Didn'twantanything to do with her being hurt. Maybe that was the answer? Maybe that was his decision?

	Youarenotwhoyouwere! Then who was he?

	 

	
"SHUTUP!"hescreamed,hurlinghisfistintothemirrorandinstantlyfeelingthetension

	leave his muscles as his reflection shattered. That was better. It was distorted now;fractured and broken, and he absently flicked away the glass in his hand as the warm blood trickled down his fingers.

	If Voldemort agreed to take you back as a Death Eater, wouldyou? "No," he confessed to the tiles. No hesitation this time. "No."

	Andtherewashisanswer.

	Dropping his head with surrender, he collapsed to the floor in a heavy heap and stayed completely still as the minutes drifted by without meaning or reason. So lost was he in his trance, that he didn't hear the sound of his lover returning when the time had slowlyseeped into the early hours of tomorrow, nor did he notice her entering the bathroom and gently purring his name.

	Only when she crouched in front him and slipped her hand into his did he recognise her presence, and he desperately reached for her and pulled her as close as he could. She was coated in dry blood and smelled of hard work and death, but he didn't care. He pressedhis face into hers and relished the taste of her breath ghosting across his chapped lips. Her thumbs stroked away the damp tracks on his cheeks, and she freckled his jaw with demi- kisses as his fingers dug into her sides, refusing to her go.

	"I'm sorry," he heard her mumble. "I know this isn't easy for you, but you need to decidewhat you're going to do, Draco. We can't…we can't do this if we are going to fight each other."

	Hewatchedherbeneathhislashesandfeltthecomfortingwarmthinhischestswell.

	"I don't want to fight you," she continued, gulping back a sob. "I just want us to be…okay.I want us to be more than distant memory trapped in these walls. I want you."

	His grip on her tightened, and he licked his rough lips and swallowed away the dry scratchin his throat.

	"I will not fight for your side, Granger," he mumbled carefully, feeling her stiffen in hishold. "But I will not fight against it either."

	She shifted in his arms to gaze at him with wide and curious eyes, and he leaned in to planta fate-sealing kiss against her mouth.

	"I will not fight in a War when I don't know what to believe," he explained in anexhausted tone. "But I won't support Voldemort. I swear to you that."

	Chewing her lower lip and nodding with understanding, she rested her head againsthis collarbone and sighed with relief.

	"Ithinkthat'sgoodenoughforme."

	 

	
Hermione nestled into his strong frame as a foreboding rumble of thunder echoed outside, closely followed by the hard thuds of heavy rain. Knowing the storm would wash awaythe beautiful snow, she searched for Draco's hand again, and tangled their fingers.

	Ifthestormwashere,shewantedtoholdhishand.

	 

	 

	ChapterEndNotes

	 

	 

	Sorry about the wait…been a busy week with going back to Uni and everything! I hope this chapter was okay! The songs I suggested at the beginning were kind of intendedfor Draco'smirrorbit,andIhopedtheyworked!Ifyouhaveanysuggestions,letmeknow!

	There was a…shall we say, heated discussion? in my reviews after the last chapter, andI feel I should say something. I won't say your name, I will simply say that while I completelyappreciateyoutryingtobehonest,Ithinktherewassomethingaboutthe way you worded your review that came across as a little condescending, which I'm sure was unintentional, and I think that's why it received such a backlash. I have had critical reviews before that haven't received that kind of response, and I would never ask reviewers to refrain from being honest, but something about your review just seemed a

	little…off. I would like very much if we could just ignore it, and move on. If youwish to discus it further, feel free to PM me.

	On the plus side to that, I discovered that I have some lovely reviewers who have shown me support and truly made me feel so flattered, and I want to thank you for being so lovely. You know who you are…love, love, love! Oh and thanks for pushing me past1500 reviews! It's crazy! As always, feel free to add me on facebook for someDramione chatty-ness! Oh and to answer a question, I'm not certain, but I reckon this fic will be

	somewherebetween35and40chaps...I'mnotsurethough...

	I'd like to thank wine, energy drinks and you wonderful people for this chapter!Read and Review! Lend me your thoughts!
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	ChapterNotes

	 

	 

	I can't seem to stop the song suggestions now…Sorry! Can I recommend Ingrid Michaelson - Morning Lullabies for Hermione's thoughts please? And Kent - 747 forthe general feel of the chapter? If anyone has any suggestions, I love to hear them! Some of you have fantastic ideas!

	 

	 

	See the end of the chapter for morenotes

	 

	 

	"Draco?"

	"Hm?"

	"Willyouhelpmewashthebloodoutofmyhair,please?"

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	The turbulent weather and his agitated movements roused her, and Hermionecarefully removed her arm from under Draco's torso.

	She must have coiled herself around him during the night, but she ignored the dull ache inher elbow and cheated some morning minutes to study his unknowing face. An agitated groan escaped him as he resisted the disruptive demons of his subconscious, and Hermione decidedto linger and try to chase them away. Lifting her hand, she smoothed away the creases of his frown with her fingers, and relished a secret smile when he instantly calmed under her touch.

	He was so beautiful like this. Unaware of her admiring gaze. Her fingertips caressed him gently; from the proud curve of his lips, to the blond dusting of his eyebrows, and everyinch of milky skin in between. Her ministrations move to his hair, which was barely affected by bed, and her nails parted his cream stands in lazy circles. He might be oblivious to it, but the harsh edge that had once darkened his presence had eroded. Inside and out. And the

	difference made her hearttremble. It struck her then

	 

	
As hard as thunder, and as soft aslullabies. She was falling.

	Notyetlove,butkissingtheseams.

	Her lips parted in a silent gasp, and she withdrew her curious hand. It felt wrong to havesuch romantic notions when the wounded and dying were just a few corridors away. Was thereeven room for love amongst the raucous throbs of impending War? Shaking her head and hastily leaving him alone in the bed, she scolded herself for misplacing her priorities.

	Therewasworktobedone.

	Lovewouldhavetowaitinthecorner.

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	His dream was simple; neither obscure nor corrupted with metaphors orenigmas. He was standing in a dark and dull room that vibrated with silence.

	Standing in one corner were his parents; his father's face scrunched up with scorn, and his mother's aged with dejection and stress. In the other corner waited Granger; a hopeful lookon her face and typically chewing her lip, and behind her was a misty and translucent version ofhimself.

	In his dream, Draco's conflicted stare shifted between them for hours, before hefinally gulped down a lung-splitting breath, and lifted his foot.

	Andthenitended.

	Draco's eyes snapped open as he bolted upright in the bed, shudders itching down his spine and a cold sweat glistening across his body. Dropping his face into his hands, he groaned against his clammy palms and wondered why goosebumps were bubbling under his skin.His attention drifted to his side, and he frowned at Granger's hollow indentation in the mattress, but the quiet sounds of shuffling beyond the bedroom door informed him where she was.

	The cold chill in the room nibbled at his pores, and he slipped into his baggy pyjamabottoms and an oversized t-shirt as he left the bed. He paused to watch the thunderstorm raging

	outside the window; the pane distorted by hammering rain and whipping winds, but hecould see that it had washed away the snow.

	 

	
Grangerwouldn'tlikethat.

	Headingoutofthebedroom,hestoppedinhistracksandquirkedaneyebrowwhenhesaw

	her. Leaning over her cauldron and muttering measurements of ingredients to herself, herhair was a gravity-resistant mess surrounding her flushed features as she sprinkled some purple

	powder into her concoction. Nodding with satisfaction, she lifted her busy eyes andfinally noticed him, and Draco's lips twitched in response.

	"Goodmorning,"Hermionesaidquietly."Well,afternoonactually."

	"Afternoon?" he repeated, glimpsing at the clock to find it had just pushed past midday."You should have woken me."

	"I thought you might need the rest," she shrugged. "You were quite restless in your sleeplastnight."

	Ignoringhercomment,henoddedhisheadathercauldron."What'sthatfor?"

	"It's just another batch of Dreamless Sleep Potion," she explained, giving it a quick stir. "I found some Murtlap Essence and Burn-Healing Paste too." She hesitated. "Draco, wouldyou like me to save you some Dreamless Sleep Potion?"

	"I'm fine," he grumbled, his brow creasing with irritation. "Perhaps you should takesome, seeing as you were apparently up all night, taking notes about my sleeping habits."

	"Itwassimplyasuggestion-

	"An unnecessary one," he interjected calmly, wrinkling his nose as the sharp tang ofmingling potions hit his nose. "That smells like shit."

	"I brewed some Skele-Gro earlier," she told him. "It stunk out the kitchen abit- "Earlier? Did you even sleep?"

	"Therainwokemeupprettyearly,"shemumbled."Iwantedtogetthesedoneanyway-

	"You look shattered," he remarked, moving closer and noting the dark smudges underher eyes. "You should go back to bed-

	"I'm fine," she shook her head. "I need to get back andhelp- "Of course you do," he drawled, rolling his eyes.

	He expected his witch to make a defensive retort, but then he should have learned by nowthat it was futile to predict anything about Granger's behaviour. Instead, she simply studied him from beneath her lovely lashes with a knowing glint in her eyes. He didn't like thatlook, and he blamed his vow last night, when he had assured that he would not serve Voldemort again. She regarded him like he was different; somehow…better, and he shifted his weight with discomfort.

	 

	
Shedidn'tgetit.

	Did she honestly believe that it had been born out of some moral revelation? That he gave a shit about Potter and his band of feckless fools? He almost snorted. His motivation was entirely selfish; he knew now that he cared for her welfare, and he didn't want to see herhurt or killed. Simple as that. Also, they shared an enemy in Voldemort, and she could pose the 'what if he asked you to rejoin the Death Eaters' question all she liked, but the mentally- deranged psychopath was hardly renowned for his forgiving nature.

	Deciding to remain neutral was the rational decision. The only issue with that was the stateof his parents, for he had no idea how they'd reacted to his disappearance, or whether their loyalties still lied with Voldemort. Snape had told him that his father had been broken out of Azkaban, along with many others, about a month after the Astronomy Tower incident. He would like to believe that his parents would have resisted, but his father's fear-induced desperation to please Voldemort made Draco doubtful.

	"Granger," he started hesitantly. "The attack on St Mungo's. Were…were myparentsinvolved?"

	Hermione couldn't suppress her cringe. "I don't know, Draco. They all wearmasks- "But it's likely," he finished for her. "I get it."

	"Draco," she sighed. "I really don't know. There is a possibility that the…circumstanceswith you might have altered their-

	"But you don't know," he said in a jaded tone, resting his weight against the kitchencounter andclickinghisjaw."Sowhatdoyouknow,Granger?Whatexactlyisgoingonoutthere?"

	He watched her intently as her spine stiffened, and the muscles in her shoulders tensed. He could see her designing sentences in that ever-working brain of hers, wondering how much information to divulge, and measuring her level of trust in him. The dynamics had shiftednow; he had verbally resigned as her enemy, and that changed everything, whether he likedornot.

	"It's getting worse," she finally rushed out. "Before Christmas, the Ministry seemed tohave some degree of control over the situation, but since the Muggles were murdered on NewYear's-

	"New Year's?" he interjected with narrowing eyes. "Does that have anything to withyourparents?"

	He almost regretted the question when he witnessed the pain flash across her features, buthis curiosity had waited long enough to be sated.

	"They were killing the parents of Muggle-borns," Hermione told him with a shaky voice. "I erased their memories and sent them somewhere safe." She swallowed down the lump inher throat. "At least, I think they'll be safe."

	 

	
Aside from the slight flex of his fists, Draco neither moved nor spoke, but the hard poundof guilt in his stomach almost doubled him over. He didn't know where it had come from. He'd played no part in her soul-stuttering ordeal, but the guilt chewed at his insides anyway. That indefinable feeling for Granger burned a little harder in his bones as he watched her; struggling to keep her emotions subdued, and wearing a façade of composure that strained

	themusclesinherface.

	"And now St Mungo's has been attacked," Hermione murmured, bringing them back tothe current chaos. "The Ministry will be next, and then he'll be able to do whatever he wants."

	Her eyes shimmered with thought as she paused to glance around her dorm. "Hogwartswon't be safe anymore. Nowhere will."

	Dracoclickedhistongue."Granger,wherewill-

	"I don't know what will happen to you yet," she cut him off with an exasperated breath."I need to discuss it with McGonagall-

	"I was going to ask where you will go," he blurted, and his comment shocked them both. Recovering quickly, he donned a stoic mask and straightened his back. "Just out ofcuriosity,Granger."

	Hermione blinked once. Twice. "I don't know," she repeated. "I will probably stay withsome of the Order-

	"And then you and your Gryffindor comrades will march into battle," he snapped ina scathing tone, wrinkling his nose with distaste. "How fucking gallant and noble-

	"Draco, don't do that!" she demanded sternly, fixing him with a critical glare."Don't undermine us like that!"

	"Well forgive me for trying to talk you out of a suicide mission!" he countered. "You saidit yourself! They are getting stronger-

	"Thenwewillgetstronger!"

	"Don't be so bloody naïve!" he yelled, tossing his arms in the air with frustration. "This isn'ta fucking fairytale! Good doesn't always conquer evil, Granger! You need to accept that you might not win this War-

	"Then I will die trying!" she shouted hotly, and while Draco knew he should feeldisgusted with her remark, he only felt his chest constrict with affection for his fiery witch.

	"No!" he spat firmly, slapping his palm against the counter. "Youcan't- "Why not?"

	Becauseyou'reallIhaveleft…

	"BECAUSE YOU CAN'T JUST SOD OFF AND LEAVE!" Draco roared, his voice rawwith intensity as he buried his pride. "YOU JUST CAN'T!"

	 

	
Hermionetriedtoreachforhishand."I'mnotleaving-

	"Not yet!" he barked, swatting away her touch. "But you said that when Voldemortinfiltrates the Ministry, you will go to the Order! I'm not thick, Granger! I know that I won't be able togo wherever the hell you're going, so what? I just get tossed on my arse and left to fend formyself?"

	"I told you," she sighed sadly. "I don't know where you will go, but I will talktoMcGonagall-

	"That old cow doesn't give a shit about what happens to me," he mumbled in a lowtone. "You'd be wasting your breath-

	"That's enough!" she shouted, slicing the air with her hand. "This War is bigger than youandI, Draco! People are dying! How can you be so selfish?"

	His lips made an audible clap as his mouth slammed shut, and the silence pulsed in his ears. He refrained from flinching as her disappointed eyes studied him, desperately hunting foran indication of moral decency, but he knew she wouldn't find anything.

	"Do you…" Hermione whispered hesitantly, moving around the counter until she couldfeel his breath cooling her face. "Do you care about anyone but yourself?" She worried her lip. "Do you care about me?"

	Pride crumbled between his grinding teeth. "Have you forgotten that I asked you toleave with me, Granger? Do you think I just said that for laugh?"

	"Thatdoesn'tanswerthequestion-

	"Yes, it does!" he argued fiercely, raising a hand to massage his forehead. "This is ridiculous. Your sodding Order put me in here, and now that I've become… accustomed to oursituation, they're going to shove me somewhere else? I am sick of this mind-fuck bullshit."

	"Change is inevitable in War, Draco," she said, wrapping her quivering fingers aroundhis wrist. "All I can do is try to ensure that you will do somewhere safe-

	"Stop doing that," he seethed through tense lips. "Why do you have to be sobloody concerned about what happens to me?"

	Hermionegulpeddowntheemotionwedgedinherwindpipe."Youknowwhy."

	Draco felt the beats in his chest quicken into an erratic staccato as he considered the subtle confession in her words. He didn't know whether to feel charmed or horrified, and onceagain he found himself lingering in between. Between Dark and Light. Loathing and Lust. Hisfamily and Her. What he'd been told and what he was and what he could be.

	Justtrappedinthissoul-splittinglimbothatseemedinfinite,andyetsomehowenlightening.

	HerememberedhowhewouldhavesmotheredGrangerinhersleepandsurrenderedhis

	inheritancetogetoutofthisroom,onlymeremonthsago.Now,theprospectoftheworld

	 

	
beyond these warm walls seemed toxic and suffocating, and the idea of being separatedfrom Granger made him feel queasy. She was both a sedative and stimulant; addictive perfection that sanity told him to reject, but instinct urged him to drown in.

	"I need to get back to the medical wing," Hermione severed his thoughts, pulling awayfrom him to organise her potions. "Professor Slughorn needs these-

	"Wehaven'tfinishedourdiscussion-

	"Then we can finish it later," she mumbled, slipping the vials into her charmed bag. "Ihaveto-

	"Granger," Draco mumbled, snatching her arm and twisting her to face him. "I don't…"he released a husky breath of defeat. "I don't want this…thing to end yet."

	"Yet?" she echoed, her eyes finding the floor. "Then you do intend on it finishing atsomepoint?"

	Afrownmarredhisfeatures."Ididn't-

	"Let me ask you a question, Draco," she mumbled, and her heart faltered as she prepareda question with a potentially devastating answer. "What if we both survive this War? What

	then?Whataboutour…thing,asyousoeloquentlylabelledit?"

	His stubborn silence and the indifferent haze in his rain-cloud eyes made her feel sick, soshe tucked a brazen curl behind her ear, and lifted her chin with contrived poise. Again, she reminded herself of the injured victims on the other side of the Castle, and it put her personal feelings in perspective.

	"I don't have time for this," she said steadily, brushing past him. "I have things todo- "Granger, wait-

	The slam of the door was louder this time, and it ricocheted around his skull until his earsfelt like they were leaking blood.

	Morequestions.

	Moredecisions.

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	 

	
ThebonesinHermione'sfingersfeltbrittleandreadytosnap.

	After thirteen hours on her feet, with only the residual effects of Vitamix to lift her limbs,she could feel her body starting to shut down with exhaustion. When she had first arrived, her veinshadbeenpumpingwithanger-fuelledadrenalinefromherargumentwithDraco,but that had long since withered away as the day had dragged into night.

	She had just finished redressing the Murtlap Essence-laced bandages around a youngwizard's abdomen when McGonagall called her over for some assistance, and Hermione's eyes fell to

	the traumatized witch in the bed at the Headmistress' side. She instantly recognisedthe fragile woman, seemingly in her mid-twenties, as she had caused quite the stir in theafternoon.

	After remaining unconscious since her rescue from St. Mungo's, Annabelle Snowbloom had awokentodiscoverthatherhusbandoflessthansixmonthswasn'tamongstthefortunate who had escaped, and she had screamed the screams of a broken-brained madwoman forhours, until her voice had simply shattered. Hermione neared the injured witch, and the sympathy was crippling as she noted the eerie void in her eyes, and how her shiveringfingers absently toyed with her wedding ring.

	"Could you replace the bandages on Miss Snowbloom's arms please, Hermione?" McGonagall asked, her voice scratchy with fatigue. "I just need to see Horace for amoment and get some more Dreamless Sleep Potion."

	"Of course," she mumbled, moving closer to Annabelle and studying the deep and gorydents in her writs, from what must have been a violent Incarcerous. Sticky and weeping blisters speckledherfleshlikemacabrebracelets,butHermionehadbecomeimmunetosuch wounds, and she barely flinched as she withdrew her wand to clean away the pinkish mix of blood and puss. "Let me know if I hurt you, okay? This looks very sore."

	Annabelle remained completely unresponsive, so Hermione started reciting her Spells and applying the dressings with gentle but precise attention, in a silence that was too tragic tobeawkward.

	"Is there anywhere else you were hurt?" she asked when she was close to finishing. "Oris there anything I can do for you?"

	Annabelle'sdeadstareshiftedtowardsherlikeabullet."Canyoubringbackmyhusband?"

	Hermione flinched. "I'm sorry," she murmured, because she had no idea what else shecould say. "I'm really sorry-

	"It would have been better if I'd never woken up," the too-young widow said in adeadpan tone. "I don't want this life. It doesn't feel real."

	Hermione'shandsfidgetedinherlap."Wouldyoulikesome-

	"You're a pretty girl," she remarked suddenly, but her expression didn't change, and hervoice sounded bitter. "Tell me, have you lost someone you love yet?"

	 

	
She nodded and felt guilty for it; it seemed wrong to compare when Annabelle's grief wasso fresh. "I have lost friends-

	"But not someone you wanted to spend your life with," she interrupted. "Not your soul- mate." Her voice cracked. "The person who makes you feel indestructible and vulnerableat the same time." She glanced down at her wedding ring. "The person you would die for, and die without."

	An image of Draco instantly flashed across Hermione's conscious without prompt, and her heart shrivelled like a burning leaf; crackling and shrinking, just from the thought. Oh Merlin…it made a heavy lump of dread plummet in her stomach, and a shaky groan passed her lips when a stab of physical pain hit her. All from a thought. She forgot to angry at him. Words refused to form as the unsettling sensations harassed her nerves, so she simplyshook her head, and refused to cry in front of a newly-made widow.

	"I hope you never have to feel like this," Annabelle told her, her mourning gaze driftingback to stare at nothing. "Because it feels like dying, only worse."

	Hermione could see the mental cocoon take over the witch's mind again, and she remained silent until McGonagall returned a few minutes later, placing a small vial of the purplepotion next to Annabelle. "Take it when you're ready," the Headmistress instructed softly, steering

	Hermione away from the damaged witch. "We have done all we can for today. You shouldgo and rest-

	"I need to talk to you," she rushed out. "Privately.""It has been a long day. Can it wait untiltomorrow?"

	"No," Hermione refused, keeping her voice low. "I want to talk about it now. I need totalk about it now."

	Sensingtheurgencyinherprotégé'stone,Minervabobbedherheadandledthemtoher

	office, noting the younger witch's stiff posture and her distracted expression. The momentshe closed the door to ensure them privacy, Hermione began to pace around the room with impatient strides, her movements restless and quivering, like the thistle in Autumn winds.

	"Calm down, Miss Granger," McGonagall advised, swishing her wand to summon achair. "Take a seat-

	"I want to know what's going to happen to Draco," she blurted heedlessly, encouraged by flashbacks of Annabelle's ordeal. She did not want to be that broken-hearted andsoul-torn woman. "I want to know where he will go."

	The greying professor pursed her lips with consideration. "You mean if Voldemortinfiltrates the Ministry, and Hogwarts-

	"Don't say if," Hermione interjected with an irritated bite. "There is no if anymore! Youknow as well as I do that St Mungo's couldn't have been attacked like that if there wasn't already

	 

	
some corruption in the Ministry, so I want to know what happens to Draco when theDeath Eaters take over."

	"Hermione,wehavemorepressingissues-

	"Just answer the question!" she exclaimed, clenching her fists until her nails piercedher palms. "I need to know!"

	Aside from the slight arch of one cinereous eyebrow, McGonagall seemed unaffected byher outburst. "What would you suggest I do with Mr Malfoy?"

	"I-I don't know," she stuttered with frustration, whipping her hair out of her face. "Therehas to be somewhere he can go. Somewhere he will be safe."

	"Hermione,youmustunderstandthatIhavelotonmyplate-

	"I know you do," she sighed, rubbing her bag-crested eyes. "I know you do, and I'msorry that I am being selfish about this, but I just-

	"Look," McGonagall breathed cautiously, taking a moment to select her words. "I am not blind. I know that you have become somewhat…fond of Mr Malfoy, and while I may not understand your reasoning, I have refrained from saying anything because you haveseemed more…like yourself recently."

	Hermione contemplated denying it, but the tell-tale blush warming her cheeks betrayedher, and a guilty tear punctuated the confession. "I never intended for it to happen-

	"I know you didn't," the Headmistress assured her softly. "And I'm not angry, but you must understand my predicament. What would you do in my position? Mr Malfoy's behaviourhas been completely unacceptable-

	"He's different now," she defended her not-so-secret lover. "Really, heis- "Hermione, you are-

	"Please listen to me!" she implored loudly. "He told me! He swore to me that hewouldn't serve Voldemort again! Surely that changes things?"

	McGonagall's green eyes flashed with surprise, but it disappeared as quick as it hadcome. "You will understand my reluctance to trust anything that he says-

	"Then trust me," she persisted. "I know he has made mistakes, but he was a victim of circumstance. You said yourself that it was important that he didn't go through withkillingDumbledore-

	"Yes,but-

	"He has changed so much," she continued with desperate haste. "And I know youprobably thinkmyfeelingsareeffectingmyjudgement,butIpromiseyouthatI'mtellingthetruth."

	 

	
The older witch regarded her flustered companion thoughtfully. "Exactly how strong areyour feelings for Mr Malfoy, Hermione?"

	"I care about him," she admitted after a thick pause. "He has become…important tome." "And you believe he returns these…feelings?"

	She sucked in a soothing breath. "Yes, I do," she whispered. "I think I mean somethingto him, but even if I didn't, I would still need to know that he was somewhere safe."

	Minerva felt that maternal twinge flicker in her chest, and she dipped her head withweary acceptance. "I can't promise anything," she said in a hushed voice. "But there is a possible place Mr Malfoy would be safe. I will see if I can make arrangements."

	Hermione lidded her eyes as the relief swamped her, and she placed a hand overher reassured heart. "Thank you," she exhaled. "Thank you so much, Professor-

	"Please don't get your hopes up, Hermione," the Headmistress stopped her. "This isentirely dependant on someone else's judgement and I can't guarantee that they will agree to it."

	Curiositycreptin."Whodoesitdependon?"

	"It's best I don't say until I contact them," she explained, smothering a yawn with the back of her hand. "It has been an eventful day. You should go and get some rest. I assure you I willdo what I can."

	"Thank you," Hermione repeated, making her way towards the door. "And thank youfor…understanding."

	"I am not certain I do understand," McGonagall disputed, leading the younger witchtowards the door. "But emotions are what make us human, and I can't condemn you for having them. You are old enough to make your own decisions; all I can do is urge you to be careful."

	"I will," she said, a pseudo-smile capturing her lips before she turned to leave. "Goodnight,Professor."

	McGonagall simply nodded and watched Hermione disappear into the inky darkness that flooded the hallways. She replayed their conversation in her head and wondered if sheshould havedoneanythingtodiscourageherprotégé'sinterestintheboywithabrandonhis forearm, but she had secretly guessed that there was something going on weeks ago, and had decided against intervening.

	She absently questioned what Dumbledore would have done in her situation, and hada sneaking suspicion that her late friend would have praised the circumstances, and the dormant romantic in her couldn't help but feel a little moved by the dilemma.

	No, it wasn't Hermione's confession that had surprised her, but the revelation that Draco Malfoy had apparently vowed to sever his connection with Voldemort, and furthermorethat he reciprocated Hermione's risky affections. The concept was absurd, and yet, as she meandered through the memories of the last few months, she noticed subtle clues that

	 

	
indicated it wasn't a one-sided romance; be it fading glamour charms on Hermione's neck,or the faint hint of a male scent clinging to her clothes.

	If anyone else but Hermione had told her such details about the Malfoy heir, she wouldhave dismissed it at nonsense.

	But Hermione had told her, and that meant it wastrue. Perhaps Albus had been right about the boy's soul…

	Rubbingherage-creasedforehead,sheslowlymadeherwayovertothefireplaceandtossed insomeFlooPowder,assherecitedanaddressshehadusedmanytimesintherecent months. The emerald flames rippled and twirled in bold patterns, until a familiar facehovered above the hearth, and stared back at her with confusion.

	"I'm sorry it's so late," McGonagall apologised. "But I'm afraid I have another favour toask of you."
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	The bitter breeze thrashed around her, like it was trying to sneak into her pores and freezeherblood.

	Merlin knew why, but her feet had carried her to Astronomy Tower, and she would swearthe residual energy of Snape's Killing Curse was still clouding the air up here. The atmospherefelt thicker and close, and a niggling itch had scratched at her spine the moment she hadarrived.

	Leaning against the railing, her troubled stare searched the skies and tried to look past the shadows of storm clouds to find the stars, but only Vega and Arcturus were bright enoughto wink back.

	Forgotten voices ricocheted around herskull. I have to do this…

	She shuddered. Harry had told her exactly what Draco had said that night, and she would swear on Godric's grave that she could hear the whispers of his words crawling acrossthewalls.

	Ihavetokillyou,orhe'sgoingtokillme…

	She gripped the railing tighter and closed her eyes, and the ghosts of the past formed inher mind. She could see it all so clearly; the scene repeating itself in her head. Draco,

	Dumbledore, Snape, Bellatrix. So alive and fresh, like she could graze her fingertipsover their forms and feel the beats of their hearts.

	Hermione focussed on the image of Draco that her brain had conjured as he lowered his wand, just like Harry had described, and her heart felt like it was throbbing in her throat.He looked so vulnerable, and it made her fall a little harder for him, but the logical voice in her head reminded her that this was purely her interpretation of the events.

	 

	
Just before Snape lifted his wand to murder the man she had admired so much, she felt a breathy murmur tingle her ear, and her eyes snapped open. Spinning around with a sharpgasp to inflate her lungs, she frantically hunted for the source, but she was alone.

	Completelyalone.

	Anditpetrifiedher.

	Her surroundings seemed to vibrate with sinister shadows, and eerie whispers were buriedin the dark. The space became suffocating, and her chest was suddenly heaving as the icy chill coiled around her limbs.

	Breaking into a sprint, she ran to her dorm, leaving the spirits of the past to fizzle behind her in the Tower. The slaps of her racing footsteps echoed down the empty corridors and she dived into her room, skidding to a stop and shutting the door behind her. Pivoting on her heels, her eyes softened when they landed on Draco; snoozing on the sofa withCrookshanks resting in his lap. A sad smile pulled at her lips as his husky breaths drifted over to her, and that painful pulse of affection drummed in her chest.

	"Crooks,"shewhispered,tip-toeingtowardsthecouch."Comedown,boy."

	With a lazy stretch, her faithful pet obeyed and wandered into Draco's room to give themthe privacy she wanted. Reaching out with uninhibited fingers, Hermione stroked his face. She had repeated these ministrations before, but had never taken the times to feel how he was between the caverns of her fingerprints, and he felt like liquid Autumn; pleasantly cold and

	like the firm flesh of plums. Closing her eyes, she engraved the sensation into her brain, noting his lips were the texture of melting wax and the fine stubble on his jaw tingledlikestatic.

	"Whatareyoudoing,Granger?"

	Her eyes snapped open just as Draco's lids slowly peeled back to fix her with a suspicious glare. Her body went still for a moment, but with a single tug of her lip with her teeth,she simply sighed and lifted her chin.

	"I met a woman who lost someone she…" Loved. It was what she wanted to say, buther tongue hesitated. "Someone she cared about."

	Draco'sbrowfurrowed,butheremainedsilent.

	"I know our…relationship is complicated," Hermione continued, a little relieved whenhe didn't scowl at the 'r' word. "And I never meant for any of this to happen-

	Hesnorted."YouthinkIplanned-

	"Please, Draco," she interrupted. "Just let me finish. I don't think either of us planned any of this." She swallowed and caught his eyes. "But I don't regret anything. I care about you.AndI don't want us to be separated, but there's nothing I can do about it."

	 

	
Draco tensed his jaw, but some of his resolve simmered as he watched her shouldersdroop with fatigue and defeat. Her cheeks were shimmering with hour-old tears and her hair was wild from wind-play, but she was so raw and real like this, and it kicked him in the gut.

	"But I can do something about the goodbye," Hermione said with a purposeful tone. "Iwill not fight with you anymore."

	Hearchedaneyebrow."Whatareyou-

	"I don't know when we will have to leave," she mumbled. "But I will not let our lastdays involve us at each other's throats-

	"Wefight,Granger,"hestatedwithastoicshrug."It'swhatwedo-

	"I don't mean the harmless stuff," she said with frustration. "You know what I mean,Draco; all the fights we've had recently, and I won't do it any more. I refuse."

	She paused, waiting for him to speak, but he simply regarded her with that familiar lookof detachment that made her fists clench.

	"I just…" she trailed off, her fingers finding their way back to his face. "I want toremember you like this. Calm and…and not looking like you hate me."

	Dracofrownedbutabsentlyleanedintohertouch.

	"So that's it," she spoke, dropping her hand back to her side. "I don't know what's goingto happen to us. McGonagall said she might have found a place for you, but I don't know anything else. I have given you all the answers I can, so I will not argue about our circumstances anymore. I am tired of it-

	"Granger-

	"So if you can't dothat-"Granger-

	"ThenIdon'twanttospeaktoyou-

	"Granger," he growled with impatience, snatching her hand and yanking her into hislap. "Take a fucking breath-

	"I'mserious,"shetoldhim,stiffandresilientinhisarms."Iwon'tdoit."

	Draco's expression slowly morphed into an amused smirk, and Hermione studied him warily, subconsciously halting her breaths as he clicked his tongue. "Always so stubborn," he remarked with a low and quiet rumble of his vocal chords. He licked his lips. "Fine,Granger. No more questions."

	Shecouldn'thelptheloudsighofreliefthatleftherlipsandtoyedwithsomeofhisblond

	hair."Thankyou,"shesaid,relaxinginhislapandbrushingadelicatekissatthecornerofhis

	 

	
mouth.

	Draco tucked his hands between the backs of her knees and gathered her closer, adjusting her legs into a comfortable straddle as he pressed harder into the kiss. Something aboutGranger's gentlebutdeterminednipsandlicksalwaysrousedahungryandinescapableurgeinhis veins. Knotting his fingers into her rebellious locks, he held her head in place and sucked at

	herlipswithsomethingdevastatinglyclosetodesperation.

	Dropping his damp nibbles to the swoon of her throat, he resisted a shiver when one of her moan-come-gasps ticked the receptive skin of his shoulder and glided down the bumps ofhis spine. His fingers stabbed into the denim-clad pinch just beneath her buttocks when she roughly tugged at the hem of his top and broke the kiss to rip it over his head.

	Brokenkissestastebetterwhenthey'refixed.

	She was doing that thing he secretly adored; softly scraping her nails across his chestand freckling barely-there pecks against the shell of his ear. Hastily tearing off her jumper, he grazed his teeth over the rise of her collarbone as he fiddled with the clasp of her bra.

	Both bare-chested and starting to glisten with pre-bliss sweat, an unvoiced agreementwas shared between them as they stole some sacred minutes, just to relish all the details that teased the senses.

	Tokiss…touch…bite…sigh…savour... To memorise.

	But the trapped heat beneath her stomach made Hermione squirm, and she tore herself away fromhimandgottoherfeettostepoutofherjeansandunderwear,whileDracoswiftly eased out of his trousers and boxers. He could see the beginnings of her insecurities in her hazels as he openly stared at her, willing his brain to remember every inch of her bodybefore her anxiety shattered the image.

	Why couldn't she understand that she was fuckingbeautiful? Perhaps because he'd never told her.

	She made to settle next to him on the sofa, but his hand shot out and latched onto her wrist, slowly but firmly dragging her back to where she had been; thighs against thighs. Hepushed away the brandy-tinted tresses hiding her face, and he could see the uncertainty reluctantly etched into her charming features. They'd never done it like this before, her on top and needing to set the pace, and he lifted her chin so she would meet his encouraging look.

	"Youwilllikethis,"heassuredher,snatchingherlowerlipbetweenhisteeth."Trustme."

	Hermione's eyes widened and her shoulders relaxed as a slow smile graced her nibble- swollen lips. "I do trust you," she confessed quietly, gripping his shoulders as one of his palmssettledonherback,hisfingersrousingpleasantshiverstotrickledownherspine.

	 

	
His other hand traced an imaginary trail from the wave of her hip to the moist slit that he craved and dipped two fingers inside, catching her keening whine with his mouth. He only teased her for some stolen minutes, sprinkling tongue-heavy kisses against her chest and growing harder as her dulcet purrs tingled his ears. She tried to reach for his erection, buthe pushed away her eager hands; he wanted this to last a while. He wanted to be consumed by the experience of the intimate link, instead of striving to reach the climax.

	Hedidn'tknowwhy.Hejustdid.

	Just a couple of strokes against her most sensitive flesh to ensure she was ready, and heslowly slid her up his legs until her cherry-tipped breasts were against his chest. With aslight wriggleofherbody,sheswallowedhisdesireinside,archingherbackandadjustingherself to the unfamiliar but delicious angle.

	Draco sucked the air through his teeth as he melted into her warmth, and his grip on herwaist tightened as a twist of her of her hips made his gut pound with lust. Moving her body to help build a rhythm, he rocked her slowly against him, his lips remaining securely fastened to any inch of skin he could taste.

	Something between seconds and hours passed with the gradual build-up; gentle sways ofbodies and languid brushes of lips. She was making those husky little moans that soundedtoo pure for his side of reality, but he inhaled them anyway. Her head lolled forward until their browstouched,spillinghercoffee-curlsaroundthemlikeaveiltomuffletherestoftheworld.

	Kisses match the flow of sex; slow but deep, and setting nerve-endings on fire. As the imminent bliss began to inflate beneath his stomach, Draco locked his arms around hertorso so she was flush up him and took over the tempo, bucking into her a little faster and harder. He knew from her tell-tale twitches and her elevated breaths that she was reaching the peakof her pleasure, and he broke their kiss, grasping her face so he could witness the moment

	danceacrossherfeatures.

	The parting of her lips. Her blinks of bewilderment. The dilating of her pupils. Herchokedwhimper.

	"I want to remember you like this," he mumbled, almost accidentally as the vibrations ofher release brought on his.

	Forehead kissing forehead and harsh breaths clashing between them, Draco absently stroked lazy patterns against her hairline as the orgasms simmered away to leave that playful tinglein their bones. Her hum of satisfaction ghosted across his shoulder and her lids fell shut, but he didn't let her head drop as some damning words tumbled out of his mouth.

	"One final question," he rasped out, and her eyes reluctantly opened to meet his. "Howlong do we have left?"

	Hermione's sated expression creased into a heartbroken frown, and she gulped down theclot of sorrow in her windpipe. "Not long."

	 

	
.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	Timeissubjectivetothehappinessofhearts.

	Timeisbitterandselfish;won'tslowdownnomatterhowhardyoubeg.

	Timebreezesbywhenyoustumbleacrosssomethingclosetocontentment.

	They spent the next few days tangled in each other's limbs, amongst the bed-sheets orshower spray and tried to block out the world beyond the door, as young lovers do. In the fragilehours between, they perched on the window-seat, watching the wild displays of the January thunderstorms and absently reading Shakespeare, Byron or Donne between lazy kisses.

	Draco resented the moments when Hermione had to leave for a couple of meetings with McGonagallandtohelptheStMungo'svictimsintheMedicalWing,buthechewedhis

	tongue to keep the peace, as he'd said he would. Although the shadow of the impending War never left the room, she'd been wearing a subtle smile since their talk, and he was adamanthe wouldn't chase it away.

	"Draco."

	"Hm?"

	"Do you want to go to bed?" she asked. "You look a littletired." Sleep was a waste of time.

	"I'm fine," he mumbled, gesturing for her to flip the page. "Might as well get to theend." Hermione craned her neck to nip the corner of his mouth.

	Shehadfoughthardnottobeseducedbyafalsesenseofsecurity,butDraco'srelaxed

	demeanour had been like a drug to alleviate her dread. Hogwarts had felt more peaceful too; most of the survivors of the St. Mungo's attack had made quick recoveries and been sent home, and around forty students had returned to the school from the extended Christmas break. The rest of her classmates were due to return tomorrow on the Hogwarts Express,and she was looking forward to seeing Ginny and Neville, if only to say goodbye before the Ministry was overthrown and she would need to leave.

	Among the forty who had returned were the Creevey brothers and a third-year namedJoanne Preston; Hermione's fellow Muggle-borns, and her main priority when the inevitablehappened.

	 

	
McGonagall had outlined evacuation plans for the Muggle-borns meticulously, butremained decisively vague about Draco; simply nodding her head and assuring that 'something hadbeen arranged.' The stressed wrinkles dissecting the Headmistress' face had been a little

	deeper recently, and Hermione had refrained from pushing the matter, trusting hermentor implicitly and shoving her concern to the side.

	AndshereallywasconcernedaboutDraco;somuchthatitterrifiedher.

	She had mentally prepared herself for the fall of the Ministry and Hogwarts, but the ideaof Draco's looming departure made her breathing falter. These final days spent wrapped up in his scent, voice and warmth had been soul-soothing and possibly the most beautiful in her short life.

	But everything has an expirydate."Granger."

	"Hm?"

	"Youhaven'tturnedthepageinabouttenminutes."

	"Oh,"shefrowned."Sorry.Iwasthinkingaboutsomething."

	"Shocker," he drawled with rich sarcasm, feathering a kiss behind her ear. "Comeon, Granger. Turn the page."

	Numbly doing as requested, Hermione tried to sink further into Draco's body heatand scolded herself for letting precious minutes slip through her fingers.

	Theclocksweremockingher.

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	Shewoketoanervousknotinherstomach.

	It was still dark, and Draco's arm was belted around her waist as his sleepy breaths ruffledher hair. Glancing at the clock and finding it was almost five in the morning, she cautiously eased herself out of the bed and tried to establish what had stirred her, hunting for something out ofplace.

	Sparks of lightning illuminated her room between low roars of thunder, and she shuffled warilyovertoherwindow,eyeingthenavyskiesthatplayedhosttotheflauntingstorm.

	 

	
Another twinge of unease invaded her stomach, and pronounced goosebumps bubbledacross her skin, but she had no idea why.

	Somethingjustfelt…off.

	Something in her gut told her to leave her dorm, and she quietly changed into her jeans and shrugged on one of Draco's tops and a jumper to confront the chill. Grabbing her wand,she hesitated on her way out to gently stroke her sleeping lover's hair before pushing open her door to find Crookshanks agitatedly pacing around the sitting room, making troubled growling sounds and clawing at the floorboards.

	"Calmdown,Crooks,"shewhispered,givinghimagentlepet."I'llbebackinabit."

	Allowing intuition to guide her, she tip-toed down the empty corridors with only the thuds of her heart to disturb the eerie silence. Absently wandering in a direction she didn't really wantto go, she dragged her fingers across the stone walls, as if she was somehow trying to soothe the school itself for what was to come. Climbing a flight of stairs and realising where shewas heading, her eyes widened when she found that someone had already sought answers in Astronomy Tower in the early hours of this peculiar morning.

	"Youfeelittoo?"sheasked,comingtostandatherProfessor'sside.

	"Yes," McGonagall nodded, her hands gripping the railing and her thought-ladeneyes studying the battling clouds. "Something is not right."

	"Whatisit?"

	"I'mnotsure,"saidtheHeadmistresstightly."Thestormisdifferent.Itfeels…unbalanced"

	"Do you think…" but Hermione trailed off as she caught sight of a lustrous whitesphere shooting towards them like a comet. "What is that?"

	McGonagallbowedherheadandclenchedhereyesshutwithdismay."Ourwarning."

	They both retreated a few paces back as the light bounded in the tower and burst into the stunning the Patronus of a doe, and Hermione thought of Harry's mother. "Professor,whose-

	"Quiet,Hermione,"theolderwitchhushedher."Thisisimportant-

	"Onehour,"afamiliarmalevoiceechoedaroundthem."Theyarecoming,Minerva."

	The glowing doe disappeared as fast as it had arrived, and Hermione released the breathaching her lungs as she looked to the Headmistress expectantly. "They're coming?" sheasked. "The Death Eaters?"

	"One hour," McGonagall repeated distantly. "I don't know if that will be enoughtime- "Was that Snape's Patronus?"

	 

	
"Yes,"shenodded,turningtoherstudentwithagravestare."Listen,Hermione,Ineedto alert the other Professors. You must wake up the Creeveys and Miss Preston and take themto my office. I will be with you as soon as I can-

	"IthoughtweweregoingtoevacuatethemwiththeThestrals-

	"There's not enough time," she shook her head. "Just get them to my office and I will bewith you shortly. Do you understand?"

	Her Gryffindor instincts took over, and she straightened her spine before she gaveher Professor a firm nod. "Okay. I'm going-

	"Beasfastasyoucan!"McGonagallcalledafterherasshesprintedaway.

	BythetimeHermionereachedtheGryffindordorms,hermusclesweresoreandherhead was pounding with adrenaline. Waking up Dennis, Colin and Joanne, she fidgeted fretfullyas they hurried to gather some of their belongings, throwing worried glances at the clock and willing them to hurry.

	SweetMerlin,it'shappening….

	NineteenminuteslaterandtheywereallgatheredintheHead'soffice;Colintryingto comfort his frightened brother, and Hermione trying to reassure thirteen-year-old Joanne that she would get home safe. But as the minutes drifted by, Hermione became increasingly restless, trembling with nerves and impatience as the time dissolved and the threat of theDeath Eaters became louder in her head. Each flick of the clock's hand meant one lessminute to get Draco out of the Castle, and she fought hard to keep her mind on her duty toMcGonagall and the Muggle-borns.

	"Where is McGonagall?" Colin questioned with panic shaking his voice. "You saidshe wouldn't be long."

	"She's on her way," Hermione replied, unsure if she was lying or not. "It will befine." What if it's not fine?

	Waitingcandriveamindtoruin.

	With only twenty-two minutes to spare, the Headmistress finally burst into her office, and Hermionehadneverseenhermentorlooksoflustered;herbrowcoveredinathinsheenof

	sweat and creased with stressful lines. Rushing over to the fireplace, the aging witch reciteda quick spell before she turned to the four teenagers and gestured for them to come closer.

	"You're going to Floo to Kingsley Shacklebolt's home," she explained in a edgy voice. "He will make sure you all get home safely, okay?" The three youngest heads bobbed with understanding. "His address is Twenty-three Wordsworth Way," she told them, reachingfor her bowl of Floo Powder. "Miss Preston, you go first, and remember to say it clearly. We

	havetobequick."

	 

	
Hermione watched as Joanne disappeared amongst the garish spurt of emerald flames,closely followed by Dennis, and finally Colin. A small dose of relief dulled the heavy beats in her chest, but she frowned with confusion when she realised McGonagall was holding out the pot Floor Powder in her direction.

	"Comeon,Hermione,"theHeadmistressprompted."Youhavetoleave-

	"I'm not leaving," she disputed, backing away from the other witch. "I have to get Dracoout of here-

	"There's not enoughtime- "But I need to-

	"Hermione, the Death Eaters are on their way!" McGonagall snapped strictly. "You havetoleave-

	"NO!" she screamed, balling her fists. "I am NOT leaving! I need to get him out of here!You swore to me-

	"Hermione,pleasebereasonable-

	"You're just wasting more time arguing with me!" she insisted angrily, frustrated tearsspilling downhercheeks."IfIhavetodothiswithoutyourhelp,thenIwill!ButIamnotleaving until I know he is away from here!"

	McGonagall went stiff before she exhaled in defeat, eyeing her student with weary eyesas she reluctantly made her way over to her desk. Waving her wand to open a drawer, she

	removed a small round-shaped object wrapped in fabric, and a wand Hermione recognisedto be Draco's.

	"So be it," McGonagall mumbled on a sigh. "Listen to me carefully, because I only havetime to say this once. Use the back entrance and run down to the edge of the Forbidden Forest by Hagrid's hut. Don't go too far in; just enough to remain unseen."

	"Butwhatifsomeoneseeshimintheschool?"

	"All of the Professors are gathering in the Great Hall and most of the students arestill asleep," she supplied. "You will get there fine-

	"AndwhatdoIdowhenIget-

	"This coin is a Portkey to a safe-house," she interjected, holding up the cloth-covereditem. "When you leave here, I will let them know you are on your way."

	Hermione swallowed as the Headmistress pushed the Portkey and Draco's wand intoher hands. "You're not going to tell me where he's going, are you?"

	McGonagallshookherhead."Youknowitissaferiflesspeopleknow-

	 

	
"But he will be safe?" the younger witch implored, pocketing the two items and ensuringthey were secure. "You promise he will be safe?"

	"I promise," she nodded. "Now listen, Hermione. After Draco is gone, you need to headback the way you came. On the fringe of the Forest by Hagrid's hut, there is a red rock underneath an Oak tree. You will be able to Apparate from there. Go to Tonks' home, and I will Fire-call her to let her know you're coming so she can alter her Wards."

	"Red rock under the Oak tree," she repeated numbly, before she practically pounced on the greying witch and clutched her in a rib-cracking hug. "Thank you so much. Foreverything. I'm sorry for being so selfish."

	McGonagall accepted the gesture with a sad frown and patted her companion's back."You need to go," she advised, pulling away and manoeuvring them towards the door. "Go now. You don't have time for this." The Headmistress paused and exhaled a haggard breath. "I wish you both luck."

	Offering Minerva a parting look of gratitude, Hermione's body jolted into action.Stumbling on haste-clumsy feet, she fled the office; her devastated heart lodged in her throat, and the world crumbling around her.

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	Draco sat up in bed and eyed the cold dent of Hermione's outline in the mattress withloweredeyebrows.

	Wherethefuck…?

	It was quarter to six and the sky was barely beginning to soften into a lighter shade ofblue, so just why was he alone in bed? And furthermore, why couldn't he hear the sounds of a

	shower,orhershufflingaroundinthekitchenette?

	Scowling with irritation, he tossed aside the covers and tugged on the clothes he'd been wearing the day before in an effort to beat the winter air that had snuck into Granger'sroom. Padding his bare feet across the floorboards and heading into the living area, he almost stumbled when his lover's pet blocked his path.

	"Clever cat, my arse," he mumbled, giving the half-kneazle a scolding look. "If you'reso smart where's-

	He was cut off as Hermione surged into the room, panting wildly, cheeks shimmeringwith tears and tripping over own her feet. "Oh thank Merlin you're awake!" she wheezed,

	 

	
clamberingtowardshimandgraspinghisjumperinhershakingfists."We-weneedtogo-

	"What the hell?" he blurted, gripping her wrists and steadying her. He'd never seen herthis way, and his insides twisted with dread as he absorbed her frantic behaviour. "Where have you been-

	"We have to leave!" she shouted. "The Death Eaters. They-they're coming! We need togo!Now!"

	"Granger,justbloodybreathe-

	"You're not listening to me! We have minutes!" she yelled, ripping herself out of his hold and flicking her wand to Summon his shoes and coat. "Put these on, Draco! Quickly! I need toget you away from here! Just hurry!"

	The gravity of her words and the desperation in her voice smacked him in the chest like an Impedimenta, and he did as she bade as she ran into her room and returned with hercharmed bag and a jacket. He'd barely fastened the first button of his coat when she snatched his hand and began dragging him out of the room, her fingers clamped around his so tight it cut offcirculation.

	"Crooks!" she called over her shoulder as she flung open the door. "Follow, Crooks!Comeon!"

	Her intuitive pet cantered ahead as she yanked Draco into motion, both of them breakingintoa clumsy sprint and charging down the Castle's barren passageways, fuelled by fear and refusing to unlink their hands. Reaching the back doors, the wind and rain hammered against them with relentless force as they skidded and staggered across the mud-slicked grounds towards the Forbidden Forest. Passing Hagrid's hut, they dived into the trees, shoving aside

	the clawing talons of branches and twigs that tried to hinder their escape. In the corner ofher eye, Hermione registered a flash of burgundy, and she halted her burning legs to bring themto a too-sudden stop.

	ShekeptDraco'shandclampedinhers.

	"Fuck," he cursed, narrowly avoiding slamming into her back. "Granger, what the- "Red rock," she murmured to herself, eyeing the towering Oak tree McGonagallhad

	mentioned. "Come here, Crooks," she beckoned her pet, who had raced a few yards aheadbut quickly came scampering back to her side. "Stay here, boy. I'll be back soon."

	Satisfied that her magical familiar understood, she was pulling Draco and running again,blood seeping between their palms as their fingernails hooked into each other's skin.Another spasmodiccrashoflighteningandthunderexplodedabovetheirheads,andHermione blinked away the sodden strands of hair trapped between her lashes and itching her eyes. Her bones felt like fracturing glass and her lungs were straining against her ribs, but she couldn't stop running.

	Keepgoing…

	 

	
Have to get him away… Need to get him tosafety…

	"Granger, stop!" Draco shouted behind her, digging his heels into the ground and tearinghis hand out of her vice-firm grip. "Just fucking stop!"

	Hermione whipped around and tried to unsuccessfully reconnect their fingers. "Draco,weneed-

	"Thisisfarenough!"hesnapped."Whatthehellarewedoinghere?"

	She felt her weather-battered face scrunch up with anguish as she tried to find the words.Oh Godric…her heart was aching. Gazing at him now; hair ruffled by the wind and his ashen features raw from the punch of the cold, he looked so human and perfect, and the emotion strangled her.

	"We…we're here to say goodbye," she mumbled through quivering lips and chatteringteeth, watching his brow furrow with uncertainty. "Our time is up."

	Dracoshookhisheadstubbornlyandhislipcurledwithdefiance."Whatareyou-

	A shrill and prolonged crack severed his words, booming throughout the Forest andvibrating the ground with its volume. He instinctively reached out for Hermione, grasping her elbows and drawing her close as the tremors subsided. Somewhere in the distance, he could hear the swarming hisses of approaching brooms and what sounded like panicked shrieks from Hogwarts. Even the trees seemed to groan and flinch, and Draco scrutinized his surroundings with a suspicious stare, keeping Hermione locked in place against his chest.

	"Whatthefuckwasthat?"hegrowledastheeerieechoesdied.

	"The Wards breaking," she answered dazedly, glancing over her shoulder in the directionof the Castle. "They're here." She gulped back the grief. "Draco, you need to go-

	"No," he spat harshly, loosening his grip so he could bring his face close to hers. "No!We need more time-

	"There is no more time," she whimpered, her breath leaving her ghostly gasps. "You haveto get away from here, or they'll find you-

	"I'm not ready!" he interrupted, lifting his hands to brush away the drenched curls spattered acrossherface.Theirblendedbloodsmearedacrosshercheek,andheabsentlyremembered

	the day in the bathroom, when she had sliced their palms and initiated their fated bond.Blood had been so different then. Now it was irrelevant. "Come with me," he blurted heedlessly.

	"Comewithmeandwecanhide-

	"I can't!" she yelled, breaking free of his arms. "We talked about this, Draco! Weagreed- "Well I changed my fucking mind!" he retorted fiercely. "What do you want me to do,

	Granger?Doyouwantmetogetonmyfuckingkneesandbeg?"

	 

	
"No!"shechokedonawhine."Iwantyoutobesafe!That'sallIwant!"

	"And I want you to be safe!" he screamed back. "Don't fight in this War, Hermione!Don't- "You know I have to-

	"BULLSHIT!"

	"Draco, please," she whispered, reaching into her pocket and fingering her wand. "Youhave to go-

	"I need you, Hermione!" he barked his confession. Fuck you, Salazar. "Is that what youwant to hear? Is that what it will take?"

	"I didn't want to say goodbye like this," she murmured, more to herself as she withdrewher wand with quaking fingers. "I didn't want it to be this hard-

	"What the hell are you doing?" he questioned, eyeing her with a wary and cautiousglare. "Lower your wand, Granger!"

	"I'm sorry," she moaned, straightening her wrist. "I'm so sorry, Draco, but I need you tobesafe-

	"Don'tyouDARE,Hermione-

	"Petrificus Totalus!" she cried, and Draco's body went taut and still as the spell took effect. He reminded her of one of those toy soldiers; firm and proud, but completely lifeless inthe eyes, and she knew this would haunt her.

	Her hand fell limp at her side, and she clenched her eyes tight as scalding tears blurredher vision and smudged the bloodstain he'd branded her with. Abandoning her plan to feign composure, she slowly neared him and nuzzled her face into the junction of his neck and sobbed against his throat.

	Thiswasn'thowshe'dintendedthemtopartways.

	The wind swallowed them, the rain was slashing at their skin and the cold was rousingviolent shivers to harass every inch of her body. Draco was inevitably silent and motionless under the spell, and she would have sacrificed almost anything just to feel his arm snake around her waist. It was unromantic and bitter, but she locked the precious seconds into her memory, cringing when more sinister sounds from Hogwarts interrupted her tendertouches, and she was forced to realise that their clock had stopped.

	"I'm sorry," she mumbled again, raising her chin and stroking her trembling fingers acrossthe line of his law and his lower lip. "But this is the only way."

	Shecouldphysicallyfeelherheartsplinteringasshestudiedhisfrozenexpressiononefinal

	time and silently pleaded with her brain to remember every aspect of the face she'd wokenup to for the last several weeks and come to…

	 

	
"If-if we both come out of this War alive," she breathed, despising the word if. "I…Iwant you in my life."

	Reaching into her bag, she removed his wand and slipped it into the pocket of histrousers and then returned to she rummage for the Portkey. Carefully peeling away the cloth and staring down at the innocent-looking Galleon with resentment, she pinched it between the flimsy material, and hovered it hesitantly over his knuckles.

	Sucking in a shaky breath to soothe her withering soul, she spread her free palm across the side of his face and brushed her thumb up the ridge of his cheekbone. Tilting forward onthe tips of her toes, she pressed her quivering lips against his unresponsive ones to cherish thelast kiss; barely a connection, but it warmed her for that sliver of a moment.

	Pulling back, she cheated herself into believing that the raindrops freckling his milkyskin might be tears, and the final weak strings of her heart snapped.

	Herhearthadbroken,andthepainwascrippling.

	Time'sup…

	"I love you," she sighed sadly, before she slapped the coin against his skin, flinching asthe air shifted to accommodate the Portkey's pull.

	Andthenhewasgone.
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	I am so sorry…I did consider ranting about my personal problems to account for the lateness of this chapter, but the events that happened in Japan yesterday have mademe realise just how irrelevant my issues are. My friend was near the area of the Tsunami, and fortunately I have heard from her and I know she is fine. However, some of her relatives are missing, and words can't express how hard I am hoping they are okay. I think I can safely say that all our thoughts are with Japan at this awful time.

	There'sacoupleofthingsIneedtomention:AcoupleofyouaskedifIwouldbe making a trailer for Isolation. I would bloody love to make one, but I don't have aclue… So, if anyone has the time and patience to educate me at all in that area, I would be verygrateful!

	Secondly, and I fear this is not going to go down very well, I will be posting aTwilight fic soon. *Ducks from hurled objects.* I am only doing this as a favour to a friend as part of a fic exchange! I AM NOT converting to Twi fics (no judgement if you're a twifan…it's just not my fandom). I am Dramione until the end, and I promise this is a one-off. Dramione forever!

	 

	
Lastly, I really am so sorry for the lateness…Real life just kinda piled on top of me and smothered me for a couple of weeks…I extended this chap to make up for it a little,but will do everything in my power to make sure it doesn't happen again. This a/n is far too bloody long…if you're still reading, I'm gonna finish now.

	Let me know what you thought of the chapter (not gonna lie, I got a littleemotional…) and thanks so much for the reviews and interest so far. You have been amazing, and I couldn't ask for better readers…Read and Review!

	Bex-chan
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	ChapterNotes

	 

	 

	Yup…I got some song suggestions…again. Sorry! I know that Snow Patrol and Martha Wainwright - Set the Fire to the Third Bar is a rather obvious choice, but I simplyadore that song. I am also listening to Jason Walker and Molly Reed - Down, and lastly, Damien Rice and Lisa Hannigan - Cold Water (my personal favourite). Hope they go well with the chapter!

	 

	 

	See the end of the chapter for morenotes

	 

	 

	Herglazedeyeslingeredonwherehehadbeen.

	There was nothing now; just a mocking gap sliced by spitting raindrops and a whining lash of wind that seemed far too eager to invade the void. The smell of the storm was beginning to drown away the remains of his scent, and the tingle of his warmth against her cheek wasfading fast. Her body was frozen as if he was still there; the hand that had pressed thePortkey against his knuckles still outstretched and trembling, and her chin still tilted from herwhispered words of goodbye.

	Iloveyou…

	Shecouldn'tmove.

	Couldn't rip her eyes away from the emptyspace. Just stared at it…

	Butthehotsingeoftearsforcedhertoblink,andtheworldbegantomoveagain.

	Dropping the thin sheet of material that had been wrapped around the Portkey, her armfell limply to her side, and she choked on the lump in her throat. A scream was lodged

	somewhere in her chest, but her lungs were too strained to release it, and thesuffocating sensation burned so hard, she could barely breathe.

	And, oh Merlin, the ache in her heart was excruciating; like everything within herwas collapsing in on itself.

	Her knees caved, and she fell hard to the ground, ignoring the mud slithering up her jeansand pressing into her palms as she doubled over, barely managing to catch herself with her weary arms. Her eyes fell to the indentations of Draco's footprints; the only indication he'd been

	here mere moments ago, but the rain was pounding away the outline, and within secondsthey had blended with the damp earth, and she was completely alone.

	 

	
The wind turned crueller at that point, and she wrapped her arms around her tremblingbody in a futile effort to ease the bite of the cold and the loneliness. A howl of thunder drownedout a broken-hearted sob that made her stomach heave, and her eyes clenched tight as she tried to ride out her violent shudders.

	"Oh Godric, it hurts," she sputtered to no one, holding herself tighter. "Ithurts." Annabelle Snowbloom's words whispered somewhere as the back of her brain.It feels like dying, only worse.

	She stayed there for some stolen seconds, simply trying to regain a sense of reason as she numbly rocked back and forth, but there was no time to seek some composure. The echoesof disorder from Hogwarts disrupted the rhythmic patter of rain, and Hermione reluctantlyopened her eyes and glanced in the direction of the school. She remembered then;remembered that she couldn't stay here, and she scolded herself for letting the heartache

	consumeher.

	Sucking in a breath that felt so deep it stretched her ribs, she gritted her teeth and forced tension into her muscles to stop them shaking. She raised her hands and roughly palmed away the tell-tale tears, but every inch of her was speckled with raindrops, and she couldn't tell them apart as her sodden curls slapped against her cheeks. A frustrated whinescratched the backs of her teeth when she realised it was futile, and she dragged her hair out of her eyes, gagging on the lump in her windpipe that wouldn't shift.

	Drenched to the soul and trying so hard to ignore the nausea that made her head swim, she swallowed several more hefty gulps of air and slowly hauled herself to her unstable feet. Smothering a moan when her limbs protested, she willed her legs to remain sturdy andkeep her balanced, and with a final dejected look at the empty space, she clenched her fists with determination, and spun on her heels.

	Her movements were clumsy as she jogged back the way she had came, barely noticing the clawing thorns and thistles of the Forest as she stumbled in what she hoped was the right direction. Her bearings were compromised and her vision was still hazy at the seams, butshe trudged blindly through the thick, squelching dirt and searched desperately for the red rock.

	"Crookshanks," she called with a croaky voice, minding to keep her tone hushed as theeerie sounds from Hogwarts grew louder. "Crooks."

	A small meow responded somewhere to her left and she corrected her path, and shestaggered through biting brambles and poison ivy as inhuman noises began to bustle around the Forbidden Forest. She had no idea if the magical creatures that dwelled here had sensed the attack and were panicking, or if there were Death Eaters whipping through the trees, almost breathing down her collar.

	Summoning the final and flimsy remains of her energy, she drove herself onward with a pained growl, gripping her wand tighter. She burst through a stubborn wall of leaves and branches, coughing on a sigh of relief when Crookshanks bounded over to her, spittinglow and agitated hisses, and his wide stare scrutinizing the space around them.

	 

	
"It-it's okay, Crooks," she stammered, and she would swear her cat was looking past her to search for Draco. "He's gone," she mumbled, and the words sent a destructive bolt of angstto her chest. "C-come on, boy. We need to go."

	Gathering her pet in her arms, she made her way to the rock beneath the ominous bow of the Oak tree and felt the air tingle with differing magic. She clutched Crookshanks tighter asshe struggled to pacify her racing thoughts and frantic breaths, preparing herself to Apparate.

	With a goodbye glance in the direction of Hogwarts, and a silent payer that Draco wassafe, she left their broken haven behind.

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	Dracolandedonbucklingankles.

	Toppling forward onto his knees, he just managed to brace himself on his forearms before his face smacked into the dirt. Fisting his hands around crispy tufts of grass, the muscles of his back tensed as he tried to fight the churning spasms in his stomach. He gagged and retchedas the brutal dry-heaves vibrated through him and bile scorched his tonsils.

	Spitting against the soil and panting heavily, his watering eyes focused on the unfamiliarsoil, and he watched drops of sweat, rain or possible tears splash against the backs of his hands.

	Fury and regret bubbled in his veins so hard it felt destructive, like venom eating away athis nerves and cells.

	"Fucking hell, Granger!" he hissed to no one, punching the ground. "Fuck." Again. "Fuck." And then again. Until his knuckles were on fire and blood dribbled between the dents."Fuck,Hermione."

	His vocal chords knotted and his rant died in his throat. Too angry. Too troubled. Too lost. He liftedhischinandtriedtoscanthesurroundings,buthissightwasdistortedandspeckled with white dots, and he could barely see a few feet in front of him. All he could discern wasa carpet of grass and the sickly shade of indigo that dawn had painted across the sky.

	There was no storm here, just a cruel wind that clawed at his drenched skin, but hestill smelled of Scottish rain and Hermione's soap.

	Hedidn'tbelonghere.

	His mind cruelly began to replay what had happened mere minutes ago with unforgiving flashbacks that made his temple throb. He recalled the flick of her wand as she'd Petrified him, and the dangerous swell of dread that had twisted his gut. He remembered how shehad

	 

	
nestled against his statue-stiff form, her features raw with emotion, and brokenwords feathering across his jaw.

	She had kissed him, and he had fought the spell so hard that his bones had felt close to shattering beneath his flesh, just to twitch his mouth and give her a response. The spellhad been immune to tenacity and desperation; he knew she had been kissing dead lips, and he hated that.

	And then…Iloveyou…

	He stiffened. He didn't know what to do with those three words; three words that clawedat his brain but warmed…everything else. So calming and yet chaotic. It changed everything and yet nothing, because she had still sent him here. Alone.

	If he'd been concerned about the state of his mind when he had first been shoved intothat room with her, this reality was so much worse, like a Crucio to his psyche.

	A part of him wanted to track her down and tell her he didn't want her love, that he didn't fucking deserve it, and that she was insane for wanting him in her life. He'd be the red and putrid stain on her white dress. The shard of glass wedged into her vein. He was notworthy of her. He knew that now. Had probably known it all along.

	Anotherpartofhimwantedtofindherandlicktheirwounds,maybekickhispridetothe

	corner again to echo her need. Because he did need her, and not in the romantic, naïvesense that stirred vomit, but the painful and crippling way that battered brains and stabbed at the soul. He'd blurted it once and he'd blurt it again if he had to. Pride suddenly seemed so irrelevant compared to the fucking agony swarming in his ribcage.

	Maybeheevenloved…

	He didn't know, and whatever was coursing through his veins was completely foreign tohim. Labelling it with some over-used word that was so carelessly tossed between strangers these days seemed insufficient for the feelings that had brought him to his knees. It reminded himof that odd sensation when fire is so hot that it feels like ice, or when ice is so cold it feels

	likefire.Nature'sparadox.

	Ifthiswaslove,thenitfeltlikeinsanity.Itfeltliketorture.Orbliss.Allthesame.

	He just wanted to return and do…something. Something to prolong theirintertwinedheartbeats.

	Hiswand.She'dputitinhispocket.

	His hand raced to grab it, feeling the comforting crackle of long-missed magic tingle his fingertips. Clutching it in his lap, he tried to steady his thoughts before trying toApparate, but then there was hand on his shoulder, and he froze.

	 

	
"The Wards won't let you go back," a soft, feminine voice spoke. "And she will have leftbynow."

	Draco whipped his body around and scrambled to stand, barely managing to maintain his footing as he blinked away the salty haze in his eyes. Suspicion and shock creased hisbrow when he realised who had disturbed him, her face only recognisable to him from an accidental encounter in Diagon Alley and a tattered photograph he'd found in his mother's handbag when he'd been rummaging for a spare Galleon for a Chocolate Frog. The features were familiar too; the aristocratic lines and grooves that were so similar to Bellatrix's, yet notably more delicate and lacking the menacing edge that had always made himuncomfortable.

	"You?" he hissed, too drained to put any real force behind it. "They sent me toyou?" "Yes," Andromeda nodded uncomfortably, keeping her wary stare on his wand.

	"McGonagall-

	"Hasasicksenseofhumour,"hefinished."Idon'tneedyourhelp."

	The Aunt he'd never known arched a slim eyebrow. "You are underestimating how badthings have gotten, Draco," she said slowly. "Believe me when I say that you do need my help-

	"Whythehellwouldyouoffertohelpmeanyway?"hequestioned,narrowinghiseyes.

	"I was reluctant at first," she admitted on a sigh. "But in spite of the past, you are stillfamily, Draco. And apparently you and I have something in common now-

	"Whatareyoutalkingabout?"

	Andromedahesitated."McGonagalltoldmeaboutyour…relationshipwithHermione-

	"YOUKNOWNOTHINGABOUTMYRELATIONSHIPWITHGRANGER!"hebarked,

	straightening his wand-arm. "FUCKINGNOTHING!" "Calm down!"

	"DON'TTELLME-

	"Keepyourvoicedown!"shescolded."Youwillnotwaketheothers!Youmightnotlikeit,

	Draco, but I was in the exact same position as you many years ago, so I know whatyou'refeeling-

	"Youdon'thaveabloodyclue-

	"And if McGonagall hadn't told me about your relationship with Hermione, then you wouldn't be here," Andromeda said in an even voice. "They both seem confident thatyou have changed your ways to some extent, and I am willing to give you the benefit of the

	doubt-

	"Howbigofyou-

	 

	
"But I made it clear that if you put a foot wrong," she continued. "Then you would be onyour own. I want to help you, Draco, but I have other people to consider."

	"Thisisbullshit,"hescoffed.

	Andromeda clicked her tongue. "Do you have any idea how lucky you are?" "Lucky?"hespatbitterly."YouthinkVoldemortwantingmedeadislucky?"

	"I'm talking about the people who are trying to help you," she frowned. "Consideringthe things you have done, I would call that very lucky."

	Draco's glare faltered and dropped back down to the grass. "You don't know everythingthathappened-

	"I know enough," she cut him off, her expression softening slightly. "And I understandthat you were put in an awful situation, but that doesn't excuse your actions."

	The truth can be like bleach; it strips everything bare and removes the dirt. But swallowtoo much and it will devastate your insides. And maybe kill you. Despite his best efforts, he couldn't quite bring himself to despise the witch in front of him, perhaps because there was simply no space within him for any more damaging thoughts. Perhaps it was because he

	knewshewasright.

	"I know this isn't easy for you, but I promised McGonagall that I would keep you safe,"she told him, releasing an exasperated breath. "And it would do you well to remember the risks Hermione took to get you here."

	Ascathingretortreadieditselfonthetipofhistongue,butsomewhereatthebackofhis skull, he could hear Hermione willing him to accept the circumstances. Grinding his teeth as another wave of longing for his lover thumped his stomach, he lowered his wand, and hislids suddenly felt like lead. "What's the catch to your…hospitality?"

	"No catch," Andromeda assured him. "All I ask is that you respect the others and myhome." "The others?"

	"You'll see," she said. "I will explain everything properly in the morning when you've hada chance to settle in. I have a room ready for you."

	ItwasonlythenDracorealisedhewasinagarden,andthatbehindhisAuntwasarather

	large yet modest cottage, drowned in darkness save one flickering glow on the ground floor. The temptation to continue the argument with Andromeda scalded his tongue, if only tograsp some flimsy dignity, but his need for a bed and some isolation to sift through his thrumming thoughts made him waver.

	"Fine,"hemumbledreluctantly,bowinghishead."Just…fine."

	"Good," Andromeda nodded, although her tone implied that things were far fromgood. "Come on then, Draco. You look like you could do with some rest."

	 

	
Too worn and weary to resist any longer, his feet moved of their own accord, and Draco absently realised that some of Hermione's scent lingered in the fabric of his coat. Thecoat she'd gifted him with at Christmas. The agonising and relentless craving for Granger's

	presence intensified and almost doubled him over, but he clenched his jaw andstraightened his spine, sinking himself deeper into the lining of the coat.

	He felt Andromeda's palm rest against his back as she guided him to her home, and whilehe knew he should shrug it away, he let it be.

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	Herarmswentlimp,andCrookshankslandedgracelesslyonhertoes.

	Hermione gazed blindly at nothing, lips slightly parted, and every muscle rigid to keepher standing. Godric knew she was trying to collect herself, but her body was refusing to cooperate, and she didn't dare move.

	"Hermione!" a familiar voice called, breaking her trance. Suddenly there were arms around her, a comforting shock of purple hair against her cheek and a baby bump curving into her abdomen. "Thank Merlin you're okay. Where have you been? McGonagall sent herPatronus ages ago."

	The younger witch tried to find her voice. "I…I got a little lost," she murmured, fallinginto the hug. "I had trouble finding the Apparation point."

	"But you're okay?" Tonks asked, pulling back to study her friend. "You're not hurtor anything? No offence, sweetheart, but you like hell."

	"I'm fine," Hermione lied, because she didn't know what else she could say. "I'm fine. Ijust…I tripped, but I'm fine."

	It's funny; how the repetition of a word can make it unreliable andcontradictory. "Are you sure?"

	Even though Hermione knew Tonks was oblivious to her involvement with Draco, shefearedit was written in between every worry-wrinkle of her expression. She felt transparent. Fixing her posture defiantly and setting her lips into a thin line, she adopted the pretence of a witch who was in control.

	"I'msure,"shenodded.

	 

	
"Alright," said Tonks, evidently unconvinced but quelling her questions. Hermione felt a reassuring arm drape across her shoulders, and she was gently guided to her friend'shumble home. "Let's get out of the cold."

	"Okay.Where'sLupin?"

	"He went to the Burrow when we got the warning," she explained, her tone laden with concern. "He thought Arthur might need help setting up some more Wards. We're tryingto contact everyone, but it's difficult."

	Hermione prayed her next words didn't sound too hopeful. "Is there any news on RonandHarry?"

	"No," Tonks sighed, squeezing Hermione's shoulder. "I'msorry." She didn't blink. "I didn't think there would be."

	"I'm sure they're fine." That word again. Crookshanks skimmed between their legs asthey entered the house. "I have some tea, if you'd like some?"

	"No, thank you," she declined, barely noticing the buzz of a freshly-cast Warming Charmas she stepped over the threshold. "I know we need to discuss what's going on, but I'm really

	tired-

	"Of course," said Tonks sympathetically. "We can talk about it after you've had somesleep. Do you remember where the spare room is?"

	She nodded and grasped the banister of the stairs. "First door on the left. I just…I need touse the bathroom first."

	"Helpyourselftowhateveryouneed.Thisisyourhomenow."

	Hermione knew that Tonks had intended to be reassuring, but she had to stifle a deflated grimace as she climbed the groaning stairs. This was not her home. Everything seemedso

	surreal; as fragile as clouds, and simply a distorted reality that her brain couldn't quitecatch up to.

	Numbly wandering into the bathroom, she bent over the sink and stared at the pristine porcelain for a long moment. When she lifted her head to confront her reflection, her gasp misted the mirror. Her face was smeared with cracked mud and crumbling blood, her eyes swollen with grey rims, and her lips an icy shade of violet. The rain she'd left behind in Scotland had done little but speckle the mess staining her features, but her curls and clothes were slicked against her skin like tar. She couldn't decide if she looked like one of those warriors who marked their skin before a battle, or if she looked like a battered soullingering in the aftermath.

	Combing aside her rowdy hair and twisting the taps, she cupped her palms and smotheredher face with the water. It was freezing, and the sucked the air between her teeth, but she ignoredit and rinsed away the red-tinged dirt with desperate and trembling hands. Pausing between

	 

	
laboured breaths and checking the progress in the mirror, her agitated actions calmed when inch by inch of her fawny skin was cleansed, until there was simply a peppering of mudthat mingled with her freckles.

	She dabbed at them with her fingertips as her eyes fell to a small mark on her neck; the fading crest of a love-bite. A pang of longing smacked her, and she titled her chin to geta

	better look. She normally disguised them with a Glamour Charm, but she wouldn't coverthis one. She hoped it would stay a while.

	Godric,shemissedhim.

	Only minutes had passed since they'd parted, not even an hour, but she felt the weight ofthe miles between them.

	TheSunmusthavebreachedthehorizon,becausealoudblastofraysburstthroughthe

	window and hit the mirror. The light was the colour of flames, and it illuminated her facelike the fires of war.

	Hereyesdroppedbackdowntotheporcelain,anditwasthecolourofrust.

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	Withafinalsweepofthedampcloth,Dracostudiedhisashenskininthemirrorandscowled.

	He'd been tempted to leave his and Hermione's mixed blood where it was, but he'dresented the mud that had blended with it, and the dark undertones to that thought had made himuneasy.

	He hunted for hints of Granger in his reflection; a slight bump on his lower lip from a kiss,a small scratch beneath his ear from a pre-lust kiss, and the scar from third year. She was

	everywhereandyetnowhere.

	Another flashback of their last seconds together made his eyes pulse behind hislids. Petrificus Totalus!

	Iwantyouinmylife.

	Iloveyou.

	He groaned and rested his forehead against the mirror. He was so fucking angry. Angry ather for silencing anything he could and should have said. Angry at himself for leaving her no

	otheroptionbuttoPetrifyhim.AngryatMcGonagallforsendinghimhere.Angryathis

	 

	
parents for dictating his prejudices. Angry at Potter and Weasley because his loverwas probably with them now. Angry at circumstances for ripping them apart.

	Andbeneathitallwasthisdangerouspiningthatpiercedhiseverything.

	Anger he could deal with, he knew it well, but the ache in his chest was a different story.He felt broken; barely human and clashing with the situation.

	Don'tbelonghere.Belongwithher.

	Giving his reflection another disgusted glance, he shook his head and headed back to theroom Andromeda had showed him to earlier. He hesitated in the long hallway and absently wondered just who exactly was behind the other six or seven doors, but he was toodistracted to give the question any heed.

	His new room was small and simple, containing a three-quarter bed that took up most ofthe space, a chest of drawers, and a few slanting shelves that were in dire need of a Reparo.

	Hermione's absence mocked him from every corner; none of her little trinkets, nobookcases caving under the weight of an army of books, and no peppermint and cherry scent.

	His heartbeat faltered again, and he slowly shrugged off his coat, carefully hanging it on the door and letting his fingers trail across the fabric when he realised this was all he had that linked him directly to her. Tucking his wand under the pillow, he then he slipped out of his clothes until he was left in his boxers, and eased himself into the mattress, gathering theitchy and abrasive blankets around him.

	He kept his body on the left side of the bed, and absently stared at the empty space nextto him before lids fell shut.

	He'dalwayssleptontheleftsideinGranger'sbed.

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	Hermione stood in the spare room, gazing vacantly at the wall as her hands met to fidget in front of her. She was almost scared to settle into the bed, aware that days are broken up by sleep, and memories become less vivid as time crawls along. But her body was a whisper away from surrendering to the mental and physical exhaustion, and she needed to be well- rested tomorrow. There would be no place for her tears amongst the discussions of Warand Order's plans. Tomorrow, she would be the prepared Gryffindor. Tomorrow, she would befine.

	 

	
Peeling her jumper away and discarding it at the foot of the bed, she went to the next layerof clothing, but stilled her movements when she realised it was his t-shirt. She drew in a sharp breath when she caught a trace of Draco's scent in the mornings; masculine musk with a hintof minty spice, and something that reminded her of new books.

	She was so relieved to have this small symbol of their forbidden relationship, and she casta quick Drying Spell that didn't erase the murmurs of his scent. Forgetting the pyjamas that were in her charmed bag and removing her jeans, she gave into fatigue and sank into the sheets, slightly comforted that she would be wrapped up in his shirt.

	Nuzzling her face into the pillow, she felt the final few lonely tears glide down hercheeks. She fell asleep curled up into a tight ball with her palm across her bruised heart.

	Ontherightsideofthebed.

	 

	 

	ChapterEndNotes

	 

	 

	Iknow…I'mlateagain…Iamverysorry.IwishIcouldsayitcouldbeavoided,butI
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	There were voices somewhere; muffled by doors and distance, but definitely voices.Voices she knew.

	Her lashes were locked together with dried tears, and she blinked a few times to dilute thesalty sting and the blurriness of sleep. She focussed on the empty space next to her andstroked her hand across the cold, crisp, and undisturbed sheets. Perhaps the lingering scentof Draco'st-shirthaddeludedhersubconscious,becauseahopefulcornerofherhearthad almost expected him to be at her side, but the reality of yester-time was impossible to ignore.

	Dracowasn'there.

	Shedidn'tknowwherehewas.

	Andshehadnoideaifshewouldseehimagain.

	The hollow ache that those facts left in her chest felt worse today, and she doubted thepainful pangs would fade anytime soon. This nauseating sense of loneliness felt destructively permanent, like a festering tumour wedged between the tip of her spine and the base of herskull.

	But.

	She balled her fists and buried it; locked it in the attic of her mind with her thoughts of her parentsandHarryandRon.Becauseshehadto.Becauseshe'dpromisedherselfshewould.

	The country was swarming with the promise of War, so what right did she have to nursea broken heart when people were dying and mourning lost loved-ones? At least Draco was alive. At least there was a possibility that fate would allow their breaths to mingle again.

	Hopeismotivation,ifnothingelse.

	The voices were still vibrating downstairs, and with renewed tenacity, she left the bed and rummaged in her charmed bag for some fresh clothes. She slipped into her jeans and pulleda baggy woollen jumper over Draco's top, reluctant to part with the masculine warmth trappedin the fabric that tingled against her skin. Taming her wild hair with a few combs of her

	 

	
fingers,sheglancedatherreflectioninthemirrorandfrownedattheswollen,redsmudges

	under her eyes, still glossed with tears. She dabbed her face with her bunched sleeve,sniffing andswallowingafewtimessohervoicewouldn'tbetrayher,andthensheliftedherchin with illusory poise.

	The façade was almost perfect; perhaps a little cracked and fragile in the eyes, but her setjaw and the proud purse of her lips would be enough to deceive her friends in the Order.

	She looked resilient and prepared. Battle-ready and thriving with purpose. Glowing withthat unmistakable shine of Gryffindor optimism and courage. Just as she should be.

	Giving her reflection a stiff nod, she grabbed her wand and headed out of the bedroom, following the low hum of the voices. She descended the stairs and meandered her wayaround the house, pausing outside the kitchen, and pressing her ear against the door to catch the

	muffledconversation.

	"…Should have seen that coming. We could have sent people to King's Cross to helpthestudents-

	"We're not going to able to predict everything they do,Alastor- "We should have been able to predict that!"

	"There's nothing we could have done anyway. McGonagall and the other professors willlook after them."

	"Remus is right. At least if they're contained in Hogwarts, they are still safe to acertainextent-

	"And you think being kept there with Snape and those psychotic Carrow twins issafe,Tonks?"

	"It's better than getting caught in the crossfire at Diagon Alley or running intosomeSnatchers."

	"WhatabouttheMuggle-borns,Kingsley?"

	"Most of them are in hiding, but we have word that You-Know-Who is putting his Muggle- born Registration Commission into effect as soon as Umbridge is ready. I have been tryingto get a hold of Cresswell and Alderton, but it's difficult."

	Hermione frowned on the other side of the door. Muggle-born RegistrationCommission? "We need to get word around about the Taboo on You-Know-Who's name."

	"I am trying, but our communication methods are becoming more limited by the hour.Tonks, did you Owl your mother in time?"

	"Yes,sheknows."

	 

	
"Whataboutoursafe-houses,Alastor?"

	"Some of the Wards will hold, but not all of them. Your home should be safe, Remus. Grimmauld Place too, and a couple of others, but we shall have to start finding otherplaces to meet. It will only be a matter of time before the Wards on these safe-houses are brokentoo."

	"Did you manage to make enough Portkeys,Kingsley?" "I managed most of them."

	"Willitbeenough?" "I have no idea."

	Therewasathickpause.

	"You can come in, Granger!" Moody's booming voice called after a moment, andHermione recoiled from the door when the harsh sound made her eardrums buzz. Her hand reached to hover tentatively over the doorknob. "Stop stalling, Granger. This concerns you as much asanyone."

	Ignoring the odd bundle of nerves in her stomach, she pushed into the kitchen and greetedthe four pairs of eyes with an awkward and apologetic nod. Shacklebolt, Mad-eye, Lupin and Tonks were all seated around the brittle dining table; their expressions severe, sleep-deprived and inevitably concerned.

	"Sorry,"shemumbled."Ididn'twanttointrude."

	"How are you feeling, Hermione?" Tonks asked, shifting in her seat to accommodateher bump. "You can go back to bed if you need more rest."

	"I'mfine."

	"You're a little old to be eavesdropping, Granger," Mad-eye remarked, although his tonewas almost amused. "What exactly did you hear?"

	"Not much," she shrugged. "Just about the Taboo… and what's the Muggle-bornRegistrationCommission?"

	"It's a bloody death trap, is what it is," Mad-eye spat heatedly. "It's a way forYou-Know-Who to herd Muggle-borns like cattle until he slaughters them-

	"Yes, thank you, Alastor," Remus shot a frown in his direction. "I think there are betterways to put it-

	"Well,youcancoveritwithdaisiesandglitterallyoulike,Remus,butthatisbasicallywhat it is." He fixed Hermione with a steady stare. "Don't worry; you won't be signing up. Youwill stay hidden and be safe here with Tonks."

	 

	
Hermionenarrowedhereyeswiththought."ButwhataboutalltheotherMuggle-borns?"

	"We're doing what we can," Kingsley offered sullenly. "Most have gone into hiding,but there's not much we can do at the moment except try to warn people-

	"Which is hard when everyone is Apparating in a panic and probably landing straight intothe path of Snatchers," Mad-eye grumbled. "Potter and Weasley might fall into that category, so

	ifyouknowwheretheyare,Granger,youneedtotellus."

	"I have no idea where they are," she breathed, shaking her head. "All I know is theyare looking for the Horcruxes and they destroyed the locket."

	"Yes, they sent me a letter about that," Remus nodded. "But you haven't heardanythingsince?"

	"Nothing relevant. Just a letter every now and then to assure me that they were…you know, alive." She tucked a stray curl behind her ear. "But, no. Never their whereabouts oranything like that. They know it would be too dangerous-

	"And gallivanting around Merlin-knows-where with all this going on isn't dangerous?"Mad- eye scoffed.

	Hermione's eyes shot back to the Auror. "They're not stupid,Moody- "Well, their actions contradict that sentiment-

	"They'llbefine,"sheinterrupted,butthehitchinhervoicewastelling."Theywillbefine."

	"They've survived so far," Tonks said, absently stroking her swollen abdomen. "Havesome faith, Mad-eye. I'm sure if they think they're out of their depth, they'll seek us out."

	"We hardly have the time for commonsense to catch up with the pair," he groused, rolling his goodeye."Sothatwillbeyourtaskforthetimebeing,Granger;figuringoutwheretheyare."

	Hermione wrinkled her nose. "Wouldn't it be more beneficial for me to try and figureout where the Horcruxes are?"

	"Well, if Harry and Weasley are doing what you say they are, then it's the same thing,"Mad- eye replied, rising from his seat. "I have confidence in your intelligence, Granger. If anyone can find them, it's you."

	She didn't know if he meant the boys or the Horcruxes, but she bobbed her headanyway. "Thank you, Moody."

	"Andkeepupyourcombativetraining,"headvisedslowly."WeareatWarnow."

	.

	 

	
***

	 

	 

	.

	"Draco."

	He squirmed and buried his face deeper into the pillow. He was balancing on the blissfulcrest between sleep and reality, and he'd be damned if he be dragged away before he was ready.

	"Draco."

	"Bugger off, Granger," he murmured, as he often did when she tried to rouse him. "I'mtrying to sleep."

	A small silence followed, and Draco wondered if his persistent lover might actuallyallow him a peaceful morning for a change.

	"Draco,it'sAndromeda,"thevoicesighed,somewhatregretfully."Youneedtowakeup."

	His eyes snapped open, and reality came bounding back into his brain like thunder clouds.He wasn't in Hogwarts. He was shacked up with the Aunt he'd never spoken to. Granger wasn't here. She wasn't anywhere, and the absence of her presence brought back the numb throb inhis chest. He felt sick.

	Granger…

	HefiredascoldingglancetowardshisAuntassheleanedoverhim,herexpression

	somewhere between concerned and cautious. Her resemblance to his mother struck him fora moment, but he kept his features trained and stern, ready to reprimand the witch fordisturbing his lonely morning. He didn't want anyone to witness how this was affecting him.

	"What do you want?" he asked in a quiet and defensive voice. "Don't people get anyprivacy in your house?"

	"Draco,"shestartedcarefully."Youhaven'tleftbedforthreedays."

	His eyebrows rose high on his forehead. Three days? But it all felt so raw and fresh, like the rain was still peppered across his skin, and Hermione's parting words were still chiming inhis ears. Wasn't time supposed to mend the ache of the initial shock? Three days, and he wasfairly certain he had slept the entire time. Evidently, his subconscious had decided that sleep was preferable to waking without Granger pressed against his chest.

	"So?" he scowled at Andromeda, sitting up in the bed and resting his elbows againsthis knees. "What difference does it make?"

	"Firstly, I need to warn you that there is a Taboo on You-Know-Who's name," shelisted. "And secondly, you need to eat something."

	 

	
"I'm not hungry," he lied, ignoring the painful twinge in his stomach that contradictedhis words. "Just leave me alone-

	"It'snothealthy,"sheinsisted."You'llmakeyourselfill."

	"Idon'tgiveashit,"hegrumbledcoldly."IwillgetupwhenI'mready."

	"Look," Andromeda sighed, impatience loud in her tone. "Isolating yourself in hereisn't going to make you feel any better-

	"What, and you think a piece of toast and a skip around the garden will make everythingall dandy?" he quipped. "Don't be so bloody soft-

	"A warm meal will do you some good," she told him, and his stomach twitched again atthe notion. "And perhaps a talk with the others will help-

	"Andjustwhothehellarethese'others'youkeeponmentioning?"

	"People in similar positions to you," she said, and Draco felt his curiosity stir. "Comedown for some breakfast and you'll see."

	"Idon'tthinkso-

	"Oh, grow up, Draco," Andromeda scowled, slicing the air with her hand. "I do not havethe time to stand here and baby you-

	"Well, no one's forcing you!" he shouted back. "I think I've made it pretty clear that Idon't want you here-

	"Tough luck," she sighed, massaging the bridge of her nose. "There are clean clothes inthe drawers. If you're not dressed and ready in fifteen minutes, I will kick you out of bed-

	"I'm not ready!" he exclaimed, clenching his fists and slamming them against the mattress.He felt some of the fight leave him, and his shoulders slumped as the next mumbled confession left his lips. "I just…I just want to be left alone. I am not…ready to deal withthissituation."

	Andromeda's features softened slightly. "I am trying to helpyou- "If you want to help me; leave-

	"I'm not dropping this, Draco," she told him firmly. "But I will offer you a very generous compromise; if you come down for breakfast this once, then I won't hassle you again. Iwill leave food outside your door, and you can stay in here to mope all you like."

	"AndifIrefuse?"heasked.

	"Then I will drag you out of bed today and every other day until you get the message,"she warned. "And you might think you'd be able to hold me off, but I have several people

	 

	
downstairs who would help me, and I doubt you want your wand confiscated whenyou've only just had it back."

	"I am getting so fucking sick of people telling me what to do," he snarled, nostrils flaringas he dropped his face into his palms. "I bet you're loving this; watching the son of the sister who betrayed you in such a pathetic state."

	Andromeda released a heavy breath. "That' not true but I really don't have time for this,"she said, turning and heading for the door. "I will wait outside your room, and if you're not dressed and ready in ten minutes, we will do this the hard way."

	Draco heard the click of the door and groaned into his palms, feeling hot anger burnbehind his eyes as his thoughts dragged him back to Hermione. Never would he have imagined craving the shrill pitch of Granger's voice when she was agitated, but he did. He thought of those first few weeks in her dorm; insanity creeping up on him with every word she spoke

	and every clash of their paths, and the sour-tasting irony almost made him chuckle withdarkmirth.

	Funny how what had once made him question the state of his mind now seemed theonly thing that felt rational and genuine.

	Fatewasatemperamentalbitchwithafetishformind-fucking.

	Apparently, this was how it felt to miss a lover; like someone had fired a brutal Impedimenta righttohischest,andthencrushedthereasonablepartofhisbrainandtheirrationalsection of his heart under their heel. He wanted to scream into his pillow loud enough to slit and scratch his windpipe, or slam his fists into the wall until his knuckles splintered his flesh,and he felt somewhere close to rational or balanced again.

	Heneededtoregaincontrol.

	He could picture Hermione in his head, telling him to accept the offer of a decent meal and drop the abrasive front, probably with her hands on her hips and rolling her pretty hazels at him. He would wager his questionable inheritance that she would mention the day after she'd been forced to Obliviate her parents, echoing what he'd said to get the grief out of hersystem on that blissful day in the shower.

	TrustmewhenIsaytheinactivitywillonlydomoredamage.

	So, what? You're just going to sit in your room and mope allday? Snap out of it. You have more strength than this.

	"Draco," Andromeda called from the other side of the door, interrupting his trance. "Youhave five minutes left."

	Another painful spasm of hunger made him cringe, and he exhaled with defeat, realisingtoo that his limbs felt weak and sluggish from days without nutrition. His bones cracked and

	 

	
protested as he left the bed, absently selecting a simple pair of black trousers and aturtleneck of the same colour from the chest of drawers.

	Heading to meet his Aunt, he glimpsed his translucent reflection in the window pane and froze. Blurry, bloodshot eyes stared back at him as he studied his face; his expressiongaunt and tormented, and his normally groomed hair dishevelled and knotted. He looked tenuous and flimsy, like a limbo-lingering ghost.

	Andhedidn'tgiveaflyingfuck.

	"If you think I am bluffing, you are mistaken," Andromeda warned, and Draco gloweredat the door before he grabbed his wand. "You have one minute."

	Muttering a chorus of profanities under his breath, he straightened his posture and joinedhis Aunt in the corridor, fixing her with an incensed glare. "Happy now?"

	"This is hardly for my benefit," she said calmly, starting down the hall. "But yes, I amglad you decided to get out of bed and show a bit of backbone-

	"I'm only doing this to shut you up," he quickly pointed out as they walked. "Remember,you said you'd leave me alone if I had breakfast this one time."

	"IknowwhatIsaid."

	"Then let's get this over with," he mumbled, breezing past her and guessing the route tothekitchen.

	"Draco," Andromeda said, coming up to his side. "I feel I should tell you that the others already know you are here, but I haven't told them where you've been until now or whowith.I thought it was best for you to decide how much you wanted to reveal to them."

	His brow creased with confusion. "These people knowme?" "Oh yes," she nodded. "And you know them."

	"Thenwhynotjusttellmewhotheyare?"

	"Partly because it's easier just to show you," she shrugged, but he noticed the wrinkledcorner of her mouth twitch. "And partly for my own amusement."

	Hisbitdownonhisbackteethatthatremarkbutdidn'trespondastheycametoastopin front of the door he presumed led to the kitchen. The seductive smell of porridge and coffee wafted into the corridor and instantly triggered more memories of slow Sundays inGranger's dorm, crunching burnt toast and smirking at her morning-mussed hair. He was suddenly very aware that his witch would not be on the other side of the door, drowning in one of his oversized t-shirts and nursing a cup of tea with a book perched in her lap. He didn't have a

	clue who was inside Andromeda's kitchen, but it wouldn't be Hermione with a lazy,forgiving smile, and an odd bout of anxiety flooded his gut.

	 

	
"Wait," he said, before his Aunt could grip the doorknob. "The people in there; do theyknow the things I have done?"

	Andromeda's wrinkles deepened with her puzzled frown. "Yes, they know aboutwhat happened with Dumbledore."

	"Right,"hemumbled,disgustedbytheuneaseinhistone."Thentheyhateme."

	"No," she disputed quickly, as though she had predicted his comment. "They are like me, Draco; confused and wary, but willing to give you a chance to prove that you are not theevil brat everyone thinks you are."

	She barely gave him a moment to ponder that statement before she was nudging himforward, openingthedoorandthrustinghimintothekitchen.Dracowasinstantlystruckspeechless; hispupilsdilatingandhisjawgoingslackashetookintheoccupantsoftheroomandtried to comprehend the implausibility of this situation. Five sets of suspicious and guarded eyes gaped back at him, and he didn't even attempt to hide his bafflement as his erratic attention darted from one familiar face to the next.

	Andromedahadbeenright;heknewthem.Heknewthemwell.

	His brain was roaring with questions as he fixated first on Tracey Davis, balanced on the kitchen counter and nervously tapping her fingers against her knee. Stood beside her with a more pronounced scowl was Millicent Bulstrode, and on the other side of Tracey wasMiles Bletchley, his back straight and his chin tilted, as if prepared for a confrontation.

	Draco's bewildered eyes then drifted to the two figures sat at the table, focussing onTheodore Nott, who was leaning back almost nonchalantly in his chair, arms folded across his chest but his eyebrows high on his forehead with surprise. And finally, Draco landed on Blaise Zabini, and he bristled under his old classmate's dark, calculating stare. Blaise's chin was restedagainstthebackofhishand,hislipstwitchingashelickedhisteeth,andhisfeaturesfixedin a trained and unflinching mask of indifference. Only from years of experience did Draco

	notice the mistrustful and pensive strain of the other wizard'sfeatures. And it suddenly dawned on him.

	These people, who he had once considered acquaintances and even friends, were not whohe remembered, and it was so obvious as they each regarded him with doubt and intrigue

	suitableforastrangerwhohadstumbledacrosstheirden,insteadoftherespectand

	camaraderie they'd shared in Hogwarts. They were no longer who they had been, and hewas no longer one of them.

	Theyweredifferent,andhewasanoutsider.

	"Well, spank my arse and call me Morgana," Theo's droll voice filled the air. "Wethought you were fucking with us, 'Dromeda."

	"For Godric's sake, Theo," she muttered, moving further into the kitchen and leavingDraco stunned in the doorway. "How many times must I warn you about your language?"

	 

	
"Excuse me for trying to break the awkward silence," he shrugged. "This is going to bean interesting morning."

	Draco felt his voice-box click back into action. "What the hell is going on?" heblurted. "What the fuck are you lot doing here?"

	"I think the more pressing question is what are you doing here?" Theo fired back,stretching his arms over his head. "Everyone thought you were dead."

	He flinched, absently glancing at Blaise, who had yet to even blink. "Everyone?" "Pretty much," Tracey spoke up, and Draco noted that Bletchley subtly adjusted intoa

	protectivestancebesideher."Theysaidyougotcaughtinthecrossfirewhenyouweretrying

	to escape fromHogwarts." "But then how-

	"Hang on," Theo interrupted swiftly, leaning his elbows against the table. "I believe itwas our turn to ask a question."

	"This isn't a fucking game, Nott," Draco snapped, too flustered to keep his cool. "I wantto know what the hell is going on-

	"Andsodowe-

	"Well,you'rebeinganarseholeaboutit-

	"Callmeanarseholeagain,andI'llbreakyourface,Malfoy-

	"Enough," Andromeda hushed their ricocheting jibes. "Look, you are going to have tofigure out a way to talk this out properly. I need to head back to the other house, and I'd like to

	believe you're all old enough to handle thismaturely." "Don't hold your breath-

	"Shut it, Theo," Blaise finally spoke, shooting his companion a warning glare. "Howlong will you be, 'Dromeda?"

	"Just a few hours," she said, and Draco realised how peculiarly comfortable his Aunt was with his former classmates. "Millicent, I was going to ask if you would mind coming with me? I might need some help sorting through the supplies." The younger witch nodded,and his Aunt turned back to Blaise. "You're in charge while I'm gone."

	"Shocker,"Theorolledhiseyes."Favouritismgetsyoueverywhere-

	"So does acting like an adult," she frowned at him, gesturing for Millicent to follow her as sheheadedforanotherdooratthebackoftheroom."Don'tkilleachotherwhileI'mgone."

	With that, the two witches exited the kitchen, and the tense silence returned to take itsplace between the remaining inhabitants, and it clawed at Draco's eardrums. Blaise had barely

	 

	
moved during the exchange, his head still propped up by his knuckles and stillstudying Draco with an intense concentration that felt almost invasive.

	"Bletchley, Davis," he addressed the pair on a sigh, slowly turning to acknowledgethem. "Would you mind leaving us alone for a bit?"

	Milesseemedhesitant."Howcome?"

	"I think it will be easier if Malfoy only talks with Theo and I for now," he explained,his bistreeyesbackonDraco."Don'tworry,youwillgetyourchancetoaskquestionstoo."

	Milesopenedhismouthtoprotest,butTraceysettledherhandonhisandhoppedoffthe

	counter, whispering something in his ear meant only for him. "Alright," she said, tuggingon her companion's wrist. "Give us a shout if you need anything."

	As the couple side-stepped Draco to leave the room, Blaise kicked out a chair and cockedhis head. "Take a seat, Malfoy," he instructed calmly, waiting until Draco complied before he

	spokeagain."Telluswhereyou'vebeen."

	"No," he shook his head stubbornly. "Tell me what the hell you're doing herefirst- "For fuck's sake," Theo cut in again. "You don't have any right to-

	"Give your jaw a rest and calm the hell down," Blaise told him in a low tone. "Tryto remember that you were in Malfoy's position not so long ago-

	"Yes,butIwasn'ttheonewholetthebloodyDeathEatersintoHogwarts."

	"No,butyoucouldhavebeen,"herepliedsteadily."Itcouldhavebeenanyofus."

	Theo's agitated demeanour faltered before he clicked his tongue and raised his handsin surrender. "Fine," he breathed reluctantly. "Carry on."

	Blaise flicked his eyes back to Draco. "The Death Eaters call us 'The Defected,' and theOrder calls us 'The Enlightened,'" he said. "I prefer to think of us as the ones who had a luckyescape."

	"Youdefected?"Dracorepeated."Whywouldyou-

	But he was interrupted when the back door flew open, and in walked Luna Lovegood withher usual air of tranquil ignorance, and the surprise of her abrupt entrance knocked thewind out of Draco's lungs. She glimpsed at him out of the corner of her eye and, aside from the slight stretch of her smile, gave no indication that she was thrown or perturbed by hispresence.

	"Morning,Lovegood,"Theogreetedcasually.

	"Good morning, Theo, Blaise," she returned, and Draco didn't miss the softening ofBlaise's stoic exterior when she hummed his name, nor did he miss the way Lovegood glided an

	 

	
affectionate hand across his shoulders as she walked past. "And good morning toyou,Draco."

	"Whatthefuck-

	"See," she murmured in that blank tone of hers, looking specifically at Blaise. "I told youI saw him in Hogwarts at Christmas."
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	Draco gawped at Luna Lovegood like she had just predicted the day he would die. The seeminglyinnocentblondeflickedhereyesfromBlaiseovertohim,andshehadaslight bend to her smile that suddenly seemed deliberate and intuitive, as though she had purgedhis mind and kept all his secrets for leverage. And then she blinked and turned her back to them, idly washing her hands in the sink and humming under her breath like the ditzy girl he'd always assumed she was.

	He moved his baffled stare to Blaise, who was now wearing a subtle smirk and the tellinglook of a man who had answers. Draco frowned and risked a glance at Theo, expecting toseea similar expression of cocky recognition, but he looked just as confused as Draco felt.

	"What are you on about, Lovegood?" Theo asked over hisshoulder. "Nothing," she replied breezily.

	Theo arched a dark eyebrow. "Looks like she's having one of her funny turns again," he mumbled, and his head jolted forward when Blaise dealt him a firm smack to the base ofhis skull. "OW! What the hell-

	"Mind your mouth," his friend warned quietly. "You're such a gobbyprick- "You need to gain a sense of humour, sunshine-

	"IswearonSalazar'sgrave,Theo-

	"I was going to start some of the washing," Luna announced, and again, Draco observed the clenched muscles in Blaise's face relax. "Would one of you mind helping me? I could dowith an extra set of hands."

	"Sorry, Lovegood," Theo shrugged, nodding his head at Draco. "We're in the middleofsomething-

	"Theo, go and give Luna a hand," Blaise interrupted. "I want to talk to Malfoyalone." "What? Why the hell should you-

	 

	
"Because you're getting on my nerves and you might as well do something useful," he grumbled,tiltinghisheadandcatchingLuna'seyesforabriefmomentwithanalmost

	apologetic twitch of his lips. "I'm serious, Theo. Give me an hour and then you canhassle Malfoy all you like-

	"But,Blaise-

	"Theo, stop bitching like a first year Hufflepuff," he warned. "Either go and help Luna, orI'll have 'Dromeda confiscate your wand again."

	Theo fired Blaise an irate glare and growled, smacking his palms down on the table and brusquely leaving his seat with a piercing screech of his chair and a muttered list of profanities under his breath. "One hour," he bit out, making his way towards the door."And remind me to spit in your food later for being such a wanker. Come on, Lovegood."

	"Why would you remind him to spit in your food?" Luna asked as she made to followhim. "Seems like a silly thing to say."

	"He says a lot of shit," Blaise mumbled, reaching out to brush his fingers against herforearm before she slipped past. "If he behaves like a tosser; Petrify him, lock him in a cupboard or something, and I'll deal with it afterwards."

	"Okay," she nodded with smiling eyes, and Draco almost choked on the air when she lifted a hand to gently touch Blaise's cheek. "You look a little stressed. Have some of that herbal teaI bought you."

	"Maybe later," he agreed, his eyes lingering on Luna's back as she retreated out of the room. With the closing click of the door, his features quickly morphed back into a stern frown,and he met Draco with a cautionary stare. "Wipe that look off your face, Malfoy-

	"You and Lovegood?" he blurted incredulously. "What the fuck wasthat?" "It's none of your business unless I decide otherwise-

	"Butshe's-

	"Shut it," he snapped. "I'm not prepared to discuss the details of my relationship withLuna with you just yet-

	"AndifyouknewIwasinHogwarts,thenwhyaskme?"

	"To see if you would tell the truth," Blaise said calmly, the words slow anddeliberate. "Would you have told the truth?"

	"WhyshouldI?"heretorted."You'renotbeinghonestwithme-

	"Ihavebeennothingbuthonestwithyou,Malfoy.Itoldyouwehaddefected-

	"Yes, but you haven't explained why," he interrupted. "You haven't explained how you allgot here. And what the hell is Lovegood doing here if this is a safe-house for people who have

	 

	
defected?"

	Blaise rubbed his lips together with thought and released a long breath. "Luna's herebecause she and her father have been helping 'Dromeda to keep us hidden."

	"Right,thenwhataboutyouandtheothers?"

	Another thoughtful pause. "Theo and I came here a few weeks after you went missing.Davis and Bulstrode had already been here a couple of weeks, and Bletchley came a few days after Theo and I-

	"Yes,buthow-

	"Dumbledoreapproachedmeinsixthyearwhenhesawmeputtingmyfistthrougha

	window," he continued, smirking when Draco's eyebrows shot up. "Come on, Malfoy.Did you honestly think you were the only Slytherin Dumbledore was keeping an eye on? The world doesn't revolve around you, you know-

	"What the fuck?" Draco scowled, clenching his fists until his knuckles clicked. "Thatdoesn't make any sense. Last year you-

	"Are you going to shut your gob and let me explain, or not?" Blaise snapped, waitinguntil Draco sat back in his seat before he resumed. "I didn't listen to Dumbledore straight away but…," he hesitated and cleared his throat. "But when I saw how fucked up you were after taking the Mark, I knew I didn't want to end up like you-

	"Cheers,mate-

	"So he asked me to keep an eye on you," he revealed in a measured tone. "He knew whatyou'd been told to do, and he'd hoped you would back out of your…mission, but he knewyou were determined. That's why he left a couple of signs; hoping you would defect before it was too late-

	"Signs?"Dracorepeated."Whatsigns?"

	"Who do you think asked Myrtle to talk to you in the toilets?" he remarked flippantly."Did you think it was a coincidence that the Muggle-born ghost just always happened to be

	around?AndwhydoyouthinkSnapewasalwaystheretobailyououtoftrouble?"

	"You're serious?" Draco breathed in shock, but he quickly veiled it with a snarl. "And Iguess Theo was spying on me for Dumbledore too?"

	"No," he replied, shaking his head. "After you took the Mark, all the Death Eaters started volunteering their kids too to boost numbers for You-Know-Who's army, and Theo's father jumped right on the bandwagon. When I found Theo having a breakdown in his room, Itold him to see Dumbledore, but it took a lot of convincing-

	"Hang on a minute," Draco mumbled absently. "You said you came here after Idisappeared, but Dumbledore was dead-

	 

	
"I was getting to that," Blaise cut him off. "A few days after you vanished, my village bikeofa mother made Theo's dad husband number eight-

	"What?YouandTheoarestep-brothers?"

	"Technically, yes," Blaise nodded, rolling his heavy brown eyes. "But we reckon with my mother's track record as a seven-time widow, it won't last long. Anyway, Theo's father is a huge prick and elected both Theo and I to take the Mark. We did a runner andDumbledore musthavetoldMcGonagallthathe'dspokentousbecausetheKnightBustookustosome

	house in Essex, and she was waiting for us. She brought us to 'Dromeda, and we've beenheresince."

	"Bloody hell," he murmured. "But it's just you five? What about Crabbe and Goyle,orPansy?"

	"Crabbe and Goyle are doing the only thing they're good at; following orders," Blaise remarked with a hint of disgust. "They're probably bent over a desk right now andspreading their cheeks. As for Parkinson, the last I heard she had opted herself for the Mark and was helping her dear old Daddy with rounding up Muggle-borns."

	Draco felt a surge of disappointment. His former classmates and lover had always beenweak- willed - hell, that was what had initially made them such useful allies - but he was suddenly

	aware of how much the dynamics and circumstances had changed since he'd beenin Hogwarts. "Bugger me," he whispered. "Pansy took the Mark?"

	"Areyouhonestlythatsurprised?"

	"No," he admitted after a moment, dropping his face into his hands and massaginghis throbbing temple.. "This is all just…fucked up."

	"You wanted the truth, so there it is," Blaise reminded him, leaning forward in his chairwith intrigue. "So, now it's your turn to be honest."

	"You already know I was at Hogwarts," Draco sighed, his voice muffled against hispalms. "What else could you possibly want to know?"

	"How about what you were doing with Hermione Granger on Christmas day by the Black Lake," he countered, his lips tilting into a very Slytherin smirk, and Draco's head snappedup so quick his neck cracked. "Oh yes. Luna mentioned that as well."

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	 

	
She'd needed to get of her room, and the kitchen felt less claustrophobic with its essential supply of coffee and biscuits, so she'd left Crookshanks snoozing on her bed and opted forthe solitude that echoed off the tiles.

	Hermione was hunched over the dining table, scanning the sentences with exhausted eyesand searching for something useful amongst the hectic mess of witness accounts and Auror statements from the First Wizarding War. Shacklebolt had managed to recover some old Ministry documents and restricted texts before Voldemort's infiltration, but endless hours of pouring over pages had proved futile thus far, and a volatile mixture of insomnia and

	heartache was making her fidgety and impatient. She was staring intently at the filebetween her elbows when a tear slipped past her lashes and kissed the parchment.

	"Merlin, not again," she sighed to no one, lifting her fingers to rub her eyes until thefriction started to agitate. "This is ridiculous."

	The tears never really stopped; only subsided, and Hermione had learned three things inthe last few days.

	Firstly, it was better to tolerate the damaging effects of sleep-deprivation than to confront the nightmare she'd had on her first night alone; an exact replay of her final moments withDraco, except when she'd pulled away from their one-sided kiss, there'd been blood crawling downhis chin, and she'd woken up screaming, retching and convinced she could taste iron againsther tongue.

	Secondly, the line between dedication and obsession is precariously thin. She hadalmost become dependent on her determination to help the Order, and a little voice in her head

	warned that if she put down the books, it would all become too real, and she might nothandleitaswellaseveryoneexpectedherto.Shesurroundedherselfwithherwork,coatingthe walls in her borrowed room with notes she had scribbled, and only pausing to eat, nap or

	practice some defensive spells with Moody or Lupin. The world around her was blurredand muffled, and that was how she needed it right now. Distraction would keep her grounded; keep her sane.

	And lastly, sometimes it was irrelevant how hard she focussed on her tasks. Random flashbacks - be them blissful memories or disturbing ones - penetrated her concentration without regard almost hourly, always leaving her dizzy and trembling ever so slightly. The moment would pass, she would berate herself for allowing her attention to waver, andthen she would get on with life, dreading the next one. They seemed to harass her most in the

	shower, sometimes so vivid that the steam seemed to whisper with Draco's voice, but shehad taken to having the water ice cold so her senses were on edge and she would be alert enoughto snap out of it.

	For the most part, she had managed to keep her composure, but every now and then, an inconvenient tear would splash against her books, like now, but she would hide itbefore anyone would notice.

	Vulnerabilitywasnothercolour.

	 

	
"Hermione," Tonks' warm voice made her start. "Please don't tell me you've been upallnight."

	"No," she lied automatically, stealing a glance at the clock. It was almost eight, and she wondered where the last four hours had gone. She hadn't even noticed the morning birdsor the faint glow of the sun. "I just woke up early."

	"If you say so," Tonks mumbled, obviously unconvinced as she slumped into the opposite chair with a little difficulty. "I think the baby has actually figured out a way to squeezemybladder."

	Hermione cracked a smile, but it was strained. "Do you want me to make you somebreakfast or something?"

	"No,I'llwaituntilRemuswakesup,"shesaid."AnyluckwiththosefilesfromtheMinistry?"

	"Nothing really, but I'm not really sure what I'm looking for. Just some clue aboutthe Horcruxes, I guess."

	"I'll give you a hand after we've had some food," she offered, and then she fixed theyounger witch with a reassuring look. "He'll be okay, you know."

	Hermione felt her heartbeats hesitate, and her stomach did a nervous flip. "What?" sheasked in a croaky voice. "Who will be okay?"

	"Whoever it is you're missing," Tonks said as though it was obvious. "I'm guessing it'sthe boy you mentioned when I visited you before Christmas?"

	"I'm fine, Tonks," Hermione mumbled, dropping her eyes back to the book. "I just missHarry and Ron-

	"You'vebarelytalkedsineyou'vebeenhere,andIrecognisethatlookofgirlmissingher-

	"I'm really fine," she interrupted quickly. Almost frantically. "I just…I need to concentrateon this right now, and I can't-

	"If you want to talk about him, you can talk to me," Tonks pushed, frowning whenHermione shook her head. "You know, you need to have a break every now and then or you'll drive

	yourselfmad-

	"Tonks,please,"shetried."Don't."

	"Just one question, and I'll drop the subject," Tonks insisted. "If you answer honestly,I promise I won't mention him again."

	Huffing out a frustrated sigh and combing her hair away from her face, Hermionehesitantly tipped her head in agreement. "Fine. One question, but that's it."

	"Okay,"shesaidgently,takinghertime."Doesheloveyouback?"

	 

	
And Hermione closed her eyes so Tonks wouldn't see her torment. The tears were backand burning the backs of her lids, but she'd be damned if she let one slide down her cheek.

	"Ihonestlyhavenoidea."

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	"Granger," Draco echoed her name before he could help it, because it just didn't soundright coming from Blaise's mouth. A sudden headache pounded behind his eyes and he clenched them shut, forgetting to keep his expression trained with indifference.

	"ThenIguessedright,"hiscompanionremarkedsmugly."Youwerefuckingher."

	The thud of Draco's fist against the table sent a glass tumbling to the floor, and Blaise warily shifted in his seat. "Don't talk about her like that," Draco hissed between his bared teeth."I'm warning you, Zabini."

	Blaise had the decency to look slight taken aback. "So, it was more than fucking,"he mumbled, ignoring Draco's incensed glare. "You like her-

	"Zabini,IsweartoMerlin-

	"Calm down, Malfoy," he said. "There's no reason to get so defensive. Luna hadher suspicions. Hell, I owe her five Galleons now-

	"Bollocks,"hescoffed."SincewhenisLoonyLovegoodobservant?"

	"You'd be surprised," Blaise replied with a subtle grin. "So are you going to tell mewhat happened between you and Granger? Or would you prefer I jump to conclusions?"

	"I'd prefer you minded your own sodding business," Draco spat, his body beginningto vibrate as he became more infuriated. "It has nothing to do with you."

	"Malfoy," he breathed impatiently. "I am trying to do you a favour. If your views onMuggle- borns have changed because of Granger, like I reckon they have, then I might be able to trust you, and that would make your situation a lot easier."

	Draco narrowed his eyes into suspicious slits. "And how exactly do you feel aboutMuggle- borns now, Blaise? You hated them just as much as I did-

	"No I didn't," he argued quickly. "Did you ever hear me use the word, 'Mudblood?' And the onlystep-dadwhodidn'ttreatmelikeshitwasahalf-bloodwithaMugglemother.Imether

	 

	
back and fifth year and she was nice ashell- "But you called people blood traitors and-

	"It's all semantics," he said flippantly. "I just repeated what you lot did. I didn't even know what Mudblood meant until you said it to Granger in second year." Blaise paused to watch Draco cringe at that comment. "Which brings us back to the very interesting present; youandGranger."

	"You're enjoying this, aren't you?" he snarled quietly, tapping his finger against the tablewithfrustration.

	"Maybe a little bit," Blaise smirked. "Irony tastes good in themorning- "Fuck you, Zabini. It's not a joke-

	"Well,ifyouwouldstopbeingsobloodysecretive,perhapsImighttakeitmoreseriously-

	"No, you wouldn't!" Draco barked loudly, sucking in a sharp breath. "You just…Youwouldn't fucking get it, Blaise!"

	"Oh really?" he challenged. "In case you missed it, I am romantically involved with Luna bloody Lovegood. You know, the girl we tortured in Hogwarts, and a loyal supporter of the Order. If there's anyone who's going to understand, it's me, Draco, so you might as welljust-

	"YES! FINE!" he yelled, springing up from his chair and pacing a few steps away so he wouldn't have to look at Blaise. "Whatever the hell is going on between you and Lovegood, Granger and I are in the same boat! Wait, fuck that! We WERE in the same boat! But nowI'm here and I don't know where the hell she is, and I don't know WHAT THE FUCK TO DO!"

	He froze where he stood, forcing tension into his limbs to stop them shaking, and trying to steady his heaving chest. The heat of his temper was simmering under his skin, and heshook his head, feeling that same destructive sense of helplessness from the night Hermione hadleft. He could feel Blaise's eyes studying him, but he refused to meet them, transfixed on a crack in the wall and not trusting himself to move.

	"She was the only thing made sense," he murmured before he could think, doubting Blaise would even hear him. "And now she's gone, there is…nothing. Nothing that makessense." He glanced at his silent companion and knew that he'd heard every word. "Go on then, Zabini. Say what whatever you're going to say."

	Blaise stayed still for a moment, his expression impassive, before he slowly nodded hishead with something between satisfaction and approval. "Welcome to 'The Enlightened,'" he said evenly. "Sit back down, Draco. We're going to have a coffee, and you look like you could do with something to eat."

	"That'sit?"hequestionedsceptically.

	"I've heard what I needed to hear," Blaise shrugged. "If you want to tell me more, youcan, but I just wanted to be certain that your being here is justified and safe."

	 

	
Draco cocked a brow and hesitantly retook his seat. "Will you tell theothers?" "That you're in love with Granger? No-

	"I never said I was in love with her," he retorted hastily. "I never used that bloodyword- "So you don't love her?"

	"I…" he started uncertainly, clicking his tongue against the roof of his mouth. "I am noteven goingtodignifythatwitharesponse.WhatwouldyousayifIaskedifyoulovedLovegood?"

	"I would say I do," Blaise answered without a flinch, and Draco's jaw sagged withdisbelief. "So what?"

	"Whatthehelliswrongwithyou?"

	"Malfoy,incaseyouhaven'tnoticedwe'reinthemiddleofawar,"hesaidwithaslight

	flicker of dread. "We could all die tomorrow, and Luna deserves to know she isn't just some shag-buddy to pass the time. Aside from that, I don't give a flying fuck what anyone thinks, and that includes you. So, if you didn't tell Granger how you really felt, then more foolyou, because I hate to break it to you, Malfoy, but you might never see her again."

	And although it didn't show on his face, Blaise's words stabbed at Draco's chest likesplinters, and he felt sick to his stomach as a crushing wave of regret stuck him. "I will see her again,"he disputed, but the doubt was so obvious in his voice. "I will."

	Blaise exhaled and regarded Draco with half-lidded eyes. "For your sake, I hopeyou'reright."

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	Four days before Valentine's Day and her eighth day away from Draco, and Hermione was back in the bedroom with her pile of books and her shadow for company. A gruelling three- hour session on defensive spells with May-eye had left her sore and fatigued, but the day had just drifted into tomorrow, and midnight had become her favourite time to work. Everyone went to bed, and she was left undisturbed for at least eight hours, save the moments when Crookshanks would crawl into her lap for a little attention. She could also think about Draco and not feel too guilty about it, or worry that Lupin and Tonks might notice a stray tear orthe quivering of her bottom lip.

	 

	
She found herself daydreaming of ice-skating and window-seats, and she was just about to collect her things and head down to the kitchen for her caffeine fix when she heard a faint tapping against the window pane. When she saw the moonlight reflect off snowy white feathers, she shot out of her chair and scrambled over to the window, desperately fumblingwith the latch. Hedwig dropped a letter into Hermione's hands and swiftly departed before the witch could even blink. She tore open the envelope with frantic fingers and read the tenroughly scribbled words in Harry's handwriting once, twice, and three times just to ensureshe hadn't missed anything.

	The Angel in the Circus. The time you wereborn. And she knew exactly where she had to go.
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	See the end of the chapter for morenotes

	 

	 

	Contrary to popular belief, the infamous monument that stands tall in Piccadilly Circus isnota statue of the Greek God, Eros.

	WhenHermionehadstumbledacrossanoldVictoriantextinTheLondonLibraryreferring to it with another name, she had naturally been intrigued and given herself a little research project to pass the time during her summer holidays before fourth year. It had originally beena statue of Eros' brother, Anteros, but had been renamed 'The Angel of Christian Charity' for some time, before being changed back to Anteros. Despite this, almost every tourism guide, signpost and local Londoner - be them cockney or otherwise - still call it 'The Statue ofEros.'

	When she'd returned to Hogwarts, she had told Harry and Ron about her findings andthey had predictably been indifferent, but she had scolded them every time they'd called the monument its incorrect name, and they had eventually grown tired of her lectures on the

	importance of appreciating its true title. Ron, for some reason, had had a little difficultywith the name Anteros, and he'd kept mispronouncing it, 'Antross,' which had only irritated hermore.

	Somehow, they had compromised, and they had started calling it 'The Angel ofChristian Charity' - for at least that had been its name at one point - and then that had simply been shortened to 'The Angel.'

	TheAngelintheCircus.

	She had been born at exactly half four in the morning, a detail she was surprised Harryand Ron had remembered, but perhaps they really had been listening between the eye-rolls and blank expressions.

	She had to give the boys credit. The destination was cryptic with their inside joke,and Piccadilly Circus would be busy enough with London's constant bustle for them to go unnoticed at that time, but not too busy to get disorientated.

	After throwing all her belongings into her charmed bag, including all the books she had yetto read and all the notes she had scribbled in the last week, she had whispered a goodbye to Crookshanks and told him to behave while she was away. It had barely passed midnight, so

	 

	
she sat in the kitchen for a few hours, fidgety with anticipation and drumming hernails against the dining table, always checking the time.

	Awatchedclockticksslower.

	Whenitwasalmostfour,shejottedaquicknotetoTonksandLupin,apologisingforher

	absence when they woke up and promising to be careful. As a precaution, she charmedher hair a light blonde, a few shades darker than Draco's, and fixed her woolly scarf to veil the lower part her face, just below her nose.

	Withafinalglanceatthatbloodyclock,whichreadtenpastfour,shetookadeepbreathto

	ease the odd bundle of nerves in her stomach, and walked out the door. She padded acrossthe dew-licked grass until she felt a shift in the air which indicated she had gone beyond theWards, and then she Apparated.

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	Sleepwasanevasivebastard.

	There had been too many revelations in the last week. It was almost as if his body andbrain were still trying to accept his separation from Hermione, and were too dented by the impact to really absorb this new environment and the people in it. Maybe he was simply rejecting this Granger-less reality.

	Hedidn'tknow.Itdidn'tmatter.

	Nevertheless,hehadpassivelyobservedtheroutinesandconductofhisoldclassmatesand his Aunt, if only because there was hardly anything else to do. He had learned that thiswasn't Andromeda's main residence but a safe house, and she was constantly returning to her home, usually with Bulstrode, who seemed to have quite a good relationship with his Aunt.

	Davis and Bletchley were always in each other's shadow, lost in their own world. In therare moments they emerged from their rooms for mealtimes and the like, they were rather

	affectionate, Tracey more so, but not to the point that it made Draco gag. Bletchley never rejected her, but he always had a protective rigidity to his posture that made the intensityof his feelings for the witch obvious.

	Theo,wasadifferentstory.IfDracohadbeenconcernedthathewastheonlyonehaving

	trouble with this bizarre situation, Theo was not in the same place as his companions. While the others seemed to have adapted rather well to the circumstances, Blaise had remarkedhow Theo had his good days, and his bad days. On no less than four occasions, Draco had heard

	 

	
him mumble something derogatory about Muggles and Muggle-borns, and Draco hadn'tbeen able to decide if he'd felt uneasy or relieved.

	He might not be able to utter the word 'Mudblood' anymore, but hearing the slur was eerily familiar, and there was the faintest trace of a response to it. He was still questioning. Hewas still undecided.

	It was only when Ted Tonks had paid a visit two days ago that Draco had witnessed one of Theo's good days. Draco had purposely kept his distance, but he'd noticed that his Aunt's husband had a laid-back and affable presence that was difficult to dislike, and Theo had lost all the revulsion in his expression. They'd played Wizard's Chess like it was the mostnormal thing in the world.

	The others had refrained from asking him any questions, and he had a feeling Blaise had something to do with that. Draco could see he had a silent control over the small group, absently studying everyone and everything with seemingly dull eyes, except whenLovegood was around. Draco was still trying to really grasp their bizarre relationship, but he couldhardly comment considering his own attachment to Granger.

	Blaise and Luna had that hushed sort of love that you only noticed if you were watching; entirely expressed with lingering touches and secretive smiles. They would quietlydisappear in the evenings without a word or whisper, and on the days when Lovegood was elsewhere, Blaise would wear that distant look of a man who didn't know if his soul mate was cominghome.

	Dracoonlyrecogniseditbecauseasimilarexpressionhadhauntedhismirroreverymorning.

	Between Blaise and Luna and Andromeda and Ted, he was surrounded by tauntingreminders of his own unconventional attachment to Hermione, and it all seemed so natural to them.

	Likebreathing.

	Judging from the inky hue of the sky, it was somewhere between four and five, and he was outside, perched on the stone steps at the front of the house. He was wearing the coatGranger had bought him, inhaling the faint remains of her scent, and flicking his wand every now and then to renew the Warming Charm that shielded him from the frosty chill.

	There was little to do but think here, and his thoughts were always as turbulent as astorm- licked sea. Tonight was no different. He didn't hear the door opening.

	"Good morning, precious," Theo's droll voice broke the peace, and Draco shot him acold look as he settled on the step next to him. "And why aren't you tucked up in bed?"

	"Probably the same reason as you," hesaid. "Morning wood?"

	In spite of himself, Draco exhaled a low chuckle. "Not quite. Just…too many thoughtstosleep."

	 

	
"Oh, that," Theo nodded. "Yes, this is hardly the best place to catch up on your beauty sleep, Malfoy. I would say that it gets easier, but if that was true, I wouldn't be here talking to youat four in the morning."

	"Brilliant."

	Theo drummed his fingers against his shin. "So, you really defectedthen?" "Would I be here if I hadn't?"

	"Fair point," he conceded. "And how exactly do you explain your sudden tolerancefor Muggle-borns? I saw that look you gave me when I said 'Mudblood' the other day."

	Draco sighed and closed his eyes. "A lot has changed since we lastspoke." "Care to elaborate?"

	"Not right now," he shook his head. "How can I tell you my reasons when I don'tcompletely understand them myself?"

	Theo snorted and rolled his eyes. "That's just a poetic way of telling me to mind myownbusiness."

	"Then mind your own business," Draco shrugged. "Why are you being such a prick,Theo? We were mates once-

	"Yes, but you said yourself, a lot has changed since we last spoke," said Theo, somewhat coldly. "Everyone has these little fucking secrets, and Blaise, Miles and Tracey aresuddenly fine with Muggles. Fuck, even you-

	"I'm not fine," he interrupted. "I am…confused, likeyou." "And how would you know how I feel about all this?"

	"IsawyouwithTed,Theo.Youdon'thatehim,andhe'saMuggle-born."

	Theo rubbed his hands together and dropped his gaze to his feet. "Ted's a good bloke," he started, his tone now and reluctant. "In my first week here, I downed some dark potionI'd nicked from my father. I was pissed off, and I just…wanted out."

	Drcaosnappedhiseyesovertohiscompanion."Youtriedtotopyourself?"

	"I don't know," he said quietly, closing his eyes. "I knew the potion was dangerous but I was just so fucking angry. It basically started eating at my organs, and it bloody hurt. Ted found me, pumped my stomach, and stayed with me for six hours trying to heal the damage. Iasked him not to tell anyone, and he didn't." He paused and cocked his head to the side. "I'd called him a Mudblood the day before."

	The silence between them was that static kind that warned you not breathe first; thickwith angst because no words would ever be appropriate to follow what Theo had confessed.

	 

	
Draco's brow wrinkled with his pensive frown, and he hesitantly lifted his hand and gavehis old friend's back a firm pat of reassurance.

	Theo cocked a cynical eyebrow. "If you're trying to hug me, I'll fucking backhandyou." "I wasn't going to hug you, wanker-

	"Too right you weren't," he scowled. "Are we done with this unnecessary andpatheticdiscussion?"

	"Apparently so," said Draco, frowning as Theo got to his feet and made to go inside.Huffing outanagitatedbreath,hetiltedhisheadtocalloverhisshoulder."Forwhatit'sworth,Theo, I still consider you a mate."

	"ShouldIdoalittlehappydance?"

	"I'm just…If you need to vent, then you can, alright?" he offered flippantly. "I knowhow fucked up this all is. Believe me."

	Theo hesitated, and Draco heard him clear his throat. "Noted," he mumbled, fumblingwith the doorknob. "Likewise."

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	HermioneApparatedtoSt.James'Park.

	She knew the area well, and was careful to ensure she wouldn't be noticed, choosing a small collection of trees near the corner of Horse Guards Road and The Mall. Piccadilly Circuswas barely a ten minute walk from here, and she immediately broke into a swift power-walk, reciting her pre-planned route in her head for reassurance. The guttural vibrations of trafficandcitysoundsmadeherearsitch,andshebowedherheadtoavoidtheeyesofthehandful of people that she passed.

	Onanyotherday,shewouldhavelingeredtoadmiretheelaboratearchitectureonCarlton

	House Terrace, but she barely spared the regal buildings a glance as she moved up PallMall. The stream of pedestrians was thicker as she moved deeper into London's heart, and she gripped her wand in her pocket, remembering Moody's advice.

	Constantvigilance.

	Moving up Waterloo Place and Regent Street, she squinted her eyes as the brash advertisements of Piccadilly Circus stained the pavements with reds, blues and greens,and

	 

	
then she saw the statue. She allowed herself a small sigh as she approached it with quickening strides, her eyes darting in every direction, searching for a flash of red hair ora glare of light bouncing off some spectacles.

	As expected, there were people speckled around the area, meandering around each other or settled on the steps at the statue's base; European tourists with over-worked cameras, tipsy students who had lost their sleeping patterns, and a few busy professionals who wereclearly struggling with deadlines. But no Harry or Ron.

	She stopped walking and folded her arms to fight to the chill, studying the statue, andanxiously wondering if she had misinterpreted the letter. What if the boys had gotten hertime of birth wrong? What if Hedwig had delivered the message on the wrong day? What if the

	letter had been intercepted, or had been a decoy, and she had just strolled straight into atrap like a bloody idiot?

	Shecheckedherwatch.Twenty-fivetofive.

	Punctuality had never been their strong point; hell, five minutes late was early for Harry and Ron, but risks breed doubts, and then paranoia sneaks up on your before you notice. She had almost made up her mind to abandon the whole plan, but something that felt like intuition crawled up her spine, and her eyes snapped to the side and locked on two figures marchingin her direction.

	The familiar, rusty tint of Weasley hair was absent; replaced with a deep brown shade. There were no glasses, black hair and been turned fair, and both faces had been altered slightlywith different skin tones and missing freckles.

	Butshewouldhaveknownthemanywhere.

	She was frozen for a second, but then she burst into a sprint, relieved tears prickling her eyesas she rushed towards them. They were running too, whipping around the late-nightLondoners, and she lunged at them when they were close enough, wrapping her arms around two necks and relaxing into two pairs of awkwardly positioned arms. The trio stayed thatway for a few peaceful moments, and then Hermione was ripping herself out of the familiar

	embrace and slapping her palms against theirchests. "OW!" Ron grumbled. "'Mione, what the-

	"Don't you two ever leave like that again!" she snapped, batting away their hands. "Icould bloody kill the pair of you-

	"Itoldyoushe'dbeangry,"Harrymumbledwithaslightgrin.

	"ToorightI'mangry!"shescolded."Ihaven'tseenyouinmonths-

	"We missed you too," said Ron in warm tone, but Hermione avoided his attempt to drapean arm across her shoulders. He gave her a wounded look, and a pang of guilt hit her chest. "What's wrong, Hermione?"

	 

	
"Nothing," she sighed, avoiding his eyes. "I just…it will be light soon. We should getgoing. Where have you been staying?"

	Her two friends shared an uncertain look. "Well," Harry mumbled. "It's a long story, but we've kind of been moving around a lot. We thought areas away from the cities would be best,butwedon'treallyknowmany.Whatwasthatforestyouvisitedwithyourfamily?"

	"TheForestofDean,"shesupplied."Yes,that'sactuallynotabadidea-

	"But we need to get more supplies," Harry explained, gesturing to the rucksack hangingoff his shoulder; the bag she had given him before he'd left, complete with an Undetectable Extension Charm. "The tent we had is falling apart and-

	"I have a tent," she interrupted, patting her own charmed bag. "I have been collecting thingsI thought we might need since you two left-

	"Whataboutfood?"Ronpipedupwithhisratherpredictablerequest."We'rerunninglow-

	"I have everything we need," she told them, frowning when she realised the morningwas already beginning to lighten the sky. "Come on, we should go. Let's find somewhere to Apparate from."

	"You're right, we should move," Harry nodded, and the three of them started to move down Shaftsbury Avenue. "Honestly, Hermione, we have so much to tell you. You wouldn'tbelieve what's happened since we left you."

	Hermione clenched her eyes shut for a moment and thought of Draco. "Yes," shemurmured absently. "I have some rather unbelievable things to tell you myself."

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	Chapter28,Part2:Adapt.

	.

	Aweeklater…

	.

	Draco rested his weight against the wall, his eyes fixed on his Aunt, who was clearlyfighting back the tears.

	 

	
Andromeda had told them yesterday that Ted was going on the run. They'd received an anonymous warning, possibly from the Order, that the Ministry had been informed of Ted's whereabouts, and it was only a matter of time before they came looking for him. Theo had been quick to react, and he had dented the wall with his fist, demanding to know why Ted couldn't remain with them in the safe-house. Ted had had to calm him down, explaining thatif Voldemort's followers knew he was being concealed, they would probably conduct a thorough search, and there was a risk that their hideout would be discovered. If they knewhe was on the run, they would hunt him, and any attention would be diverted.

	To put it bluntly; Ted was putting his life on the line to help a group of teens he hardlyknew. Theo had been right; Ted was a decent bloke.

	That notion had stirred a sobering amount of respect within Draco for his affinal uncle, and suddenly, there was a second Muggle-born in the world who he didn't despise. And justlike Hermione, this Muggle-born was being forced to disappear from his life too soon.

	It was almost like fate was taking time out of her busy schedule, just to screw with hishead. She would plant these people in his path that would make him forget all his birth-taught prejudices, and then she would just rip them away like flimsy poppy petals, and he was left sore with confusion.

	Draco shifted his attention to his uncle, who was ruffling Davis's hair, and mumbling some parting words to Bletchley and Bulstrode. Beside Draco, Theo was rigid with tension; fists clenched and quaking slightly, and his teeth grinding behind his pursed lips. His eyes fell to Blaise and Lovegood, noting that their fingers were intertwined - almost hidden, exceptfrom Draco's angle - and Blaise was stroking absent-minded circles against the back of her hand. Their fingers disentangled as Ted approached them, and Lovegood fell into his warm hugwith that familiar distracted smile of hers.

	"Remember to stay away from unripe blueberries and mistletoe," she said as she pulledaway. "You don't want to upset some nargles."

	Dracoarchedaneyebrow,butresistedtheurgetoscoffathercomment.

	"I'll do that," Ted replied with a fond smile, leaning forward to shake Blaise's hand."Help Andromeda keep these lot in line while I'm gone."

	"Ofcourse,"Blaisefrowned."Goodluck,mate."

	Draco straightened his spine when Ted turned to him next, nearing him with aserious expression that made Draco feel a little apprehensive and awkward.

	"You look after my wife," Ted said in a hushed tone, so only they would hear. "Lookafter your Aunt, okay?"

	Uncertainwhattosay,Dracoslowlyinhaledandsimplynoddedhishead,andthesmall

	gesture seemed to be enough to appease his uncle. Shifting his weight with discomfort, he averted his eyes as Ted finally moved over to Theo, and Draco cocked his head so hecould discreetly catch the hushed words of their conversation.

	 

	
"…yourtemper,counttoten,"Tedadvised."Andjusttrytothinkbeforeyouspeak-

	"Yes, yes," Theo grumbled dismissively, and Draco didn't have to see him to know hewas rolling his eyes. "Hug a Hufflepuff and all that bollocks-

	"You are a good lad, Theo," Ted cut him off. "I can see that, 'Dromeda can see that, andall them here can see that. You need to have more faith in yourself."

	"Whatever," Theo mumbled after a sigh and Draco glanced at them to find themshaking hands. "Just come back alive, alright?"

	"Sure," Ted agreed casually. Too casually. And he gave Theo firm pat on the shoulderbefore he headed back towards Andromeda, pausing midway and scrutinising the silent inhabitantsof the room with critical eyes. "Well, you lot look bloody miserable. You know, I'll be back before you even notice I've gone."

	Nobody said a word for some slow and stretched seconds, and for some reason, Dracofound himself staring at Blaise and Lovegood's rejoined hands. Just when the silence began to ringin their ears, Andromeda reached forward to tug on her husband's arm, and all the persistent optimism on his face drained away.

	"Come on, love," she bade, her voice trembling slightly. "You have to go, and I would liketo say my goodbyes."

	"It'salright,"Blaisespokeup."We'llleaveyou-

	"No, it's fine," Ted stopped him, taking Andromeda's elbow. "We'll go outside." Hehesitated, and flashed the sullen Slytherin a final cheerful smile. "I'll see you all soon."

	The moment the couple had left the room, there was a collective whisper of releasedbreaths, and the prior silence was shattered as everything started to move again. Tracy was sniffing a little and doing a shoddy job at hiding it, and Miles led her out of the room, closely followed by Millicent. A moment later, Draco flinched when Theo abruptly pounded his fist into the wall and stormed out the door, spitting out a list of profanities as he went.

	"Theo!" Blaise called after him, but all that responded was a few thuds of inanimateobjects being hurled to the floor, and Blaise growled as he turned to Luna. "I'm going to make sure he doesn't do something stupid."

	AndthenitwasjustDracoandLovegood.

	He focussed on his shoes and chewed his tongue, waiting for her to leave her seat andgo after them, but she barely moved.

	"You didn't shake his hand," Luna remarked in her usual dreamytone. "I barely knew the man."

	"Butyouwouldhavelikedto,"shesaid,andherbluntcommentthrewhimforamoment.

	 

	
Heshotheracoldlook."Whatareyougettingat,Lovegood?"

	"Nothing. It was just an observation," she shrugged, and the distant snap ofApparition punctuated her words. "That will be Ted leaving."

	"Noshit-

	"MaybeyoushouldgoandseeifAndromedaneedsanything-"And what the fuck could I possibly offer her?" he spat defensively.

	"Sometimes, another presence is all someone needs," Luna mumbled as she walked pasthim. "Even if it is a reluctant one."

	Finally alone, Draco found himself waiting for, his aunt to return from outside, tapping his foot impatiently against the floorboards and contemplating whether he should bother atall. After five minutes of staring at the door, his curiosity, and perhaps something else, got the better of him, and he huffed out an agitated breath as he decided to see exactly what was keeping Andromeda.

	He found her sitting on the stone steps at the front of the house; the steps he had routinely rested upon when everyone had retired to bed, and he had masochistically lost his mind to thoughts and memories of Granger. He could tell from the slight trembling of her shoulders and her bowed head that she was crying, and something that almost felt like empathycaught him completely off guard.

	"Whatdoyouwant,Draco?"sheaskedsuddenly.

	He licked his teeth and wondered what he had actually planned to accomplish from this,but his shoulders slumped in defeat, and the truth found him before he could reject it.

	"I wanted to tell you that…perhaps you were right," he muttered, almost half-hopingshe wouldn't hear him. "Perhaps you and I are not so different."

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	Hermione was reading the copy of The Tales of Beedle the Bard that Dumbledore had lefther in his will.

	The story of the three brothers and their deal with death had become a favourite of hers, and melancholic legends and the white glow of her Lumos were good company at midnightwhile Harry and Ron slept. It was her turn to keep watch tonight, which suited her just fine. She

	 

	
had almost become paranoid that she would mumble Draco's name in her sleep when the nightmares ensnared her subconscious. She was also doing her best to avoid spending too much time alone with Ron, always making sure Harry was nearby or making excuseswhen he tried to initiate something that could lead to something beyond the realms of friendship.

	Adapting to this new set of changes had been more difficult than she'd anticipated, despitethe familiar company of Harry and Ron. Conversation had been a little awkward on her part, as

	shewouldoverthinkeverythingshesaid,carefulnottomentionsomethingthatcould

	somehow contain any hints of her time with Draco. For the most part, she had simplylistened to the boys as they'd explained what had happened in her absence.

	They had told her about their short stay at Grimmauld Place, and how they had established that R.A.B. had been Regulus Black's initials. They had described how a shortinterrogation with Kreacher had led them to Mundungus Fletcher, an original member of the Order who had turned to petty theft. A quick trip to Diagon Alley, and they had recovered the Horcrux, but they had struggled to find a method to destroy it, and the negative energy had caused

	some severe friction between her two best friends, although they had seemed hesitant totell her what they had argued about.

	TheyhaddecidedtoleaveGrimmauldPlaceandhadflittedbetweenvariouslocationswhen it became clear that Voldemort would eventually overthrow the Ministry. They had campedin woodland areas on the outskirts of the cities, occasionally returning to Grimmauld Place to search for any clues about a method to destroy the Locket. They'd been camping in Epping Forest when they'd discovered The Sword of Gryffindor, and her brow furrowed when she realised they'd never explained-

	A twig snapped behind her, and she dropped the book and whipped around, her wandtrained on her harmless target.

	"Whoa,"Harrywhispered,holdinguphishands."It'sjustme,Hermione-

	"Bloody hell, Harry, you made me jump," she breathed, lowering her wand as he came tosit beside her on the grass. "Everything okay?"

	"It'sfine.Ijustcouldn'tsleep.ThoughtI'dkeepyoucompany."

	"Yes, of course," she nodded. "Actually, I was just thinking about something. You neversaid how you came across Gryffindor's Sword. How did you-

	"My mother," Harry blurted, and Hermione watched an odd expression steal his face. "Iknowit sounds crazy, but just hear me out on this; a Patronus led me to it. And the Patronus was a doe. My mother's Patronus."

	Hermione felt her heart sink as she recalled the night she had left Hogwarts; rememberingthe moment when she and McGonagall had been warned about the Ministry's fall by Snape's Patronus.AdoePatronus.ApartofhercontemplatedifsheshouldtellHarryaboutthe secrets of their old Professor. After all, McGonagall had made it very clear that theinformationwasnottoberepeated,butitseemedtoocrueltoallowherbestfriendtoclutch to some deluded belief that his mother was contacting him from the other side.

	 

	
"Harry," she started with a grimace. "That wasn't your mother'sPatronus- "Look, I know how it sounds-

	"No,Harry,just-

	"ButwhoelsewouldhaveadoePatronuswhowouldleadmeto-

	"It was Snape," she rushed out, and Harry's eyes widened behind his glasses. "I know it sounds bizarre, but when I was in Hogwarts, McGonagall told me that he's a spy fortheOrder-

	"Buthekilled-

	"I know," she sighed. "But it wasn't that simple. Dumbledore asked Snape to carry out thetask so that…" she caught the emotion building in her voice as she prepared to say hisname. "So that Draco's soul would be saved. I think there's more to it, but I know that Dumbledore asked Snape to kill him. Snape's been on our side all along."

	Harry's expression flickered between shock and disbelief. "No," he mumbled, shakinghis head. "That's impossible-

	"Harry, I saw his Patronus," she carried on. "He sent it to warn us that the Death Eater'swere coming to Hogwarts, and it was a doe-

	"But that doesn't make any sense!" Harry exclaimed, scrambling to his feet. "Why thehell would Snape have the same Patronus as my mother?"

	"Idon'tknow,"Hermioneconfessedwearily."Perhapsit'sjustacoincidence-

	"I need to get my head around this," he muttered to himself, turning away from her. "I needtothink-

	"Harry,I'msorry-

	"I just need some time alone," he said, taking a few steps in the opposite direction. "Justgive me a moment, and then I need you tell me everything."

	Hermione felt the guilt swallow her chest. Noteverything.NotaboutDraco.Notyet.

	"Okay,"sheagreed."Justdon'tgobeyondtheWards,Harry."

	The darkness sucked him in like hungry tar, and she was alone again, wondering whatchaotic thoughts were stampeding through her friend's head right now. Merlin knew she had hardly taken the revelation about Snape's covert activities well all those months ago, and she began thinking of what she should say when he came to her for more details.

	 

	
She dropped her troubled gaze and it landed on The Tales of Beedle the Bard, the wind flicking its pages like ghostly wind died down, and she concentrated on the small symbol scrawled on the displayed page; the triangle, the circle and the line. She'd noticed the oddmark a few times and never paid it much heed, but something had just…clicked. With agasp leaving her lungs, she delved into her bag and rummaged for a book she'd read at Hogwarts.

	Andthewords'Deathly'and'Hallows'wereonthetipofhertongue.
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	Hermioneflickedasideanotherpagewithahuffofirritation.

	After some intense reading about the Deathly Hallows and a futile hunt for any documented hints about the whereabouts of the Elder Wand, she had returned to her obsessive researchon the Horcruxes. After a few weeks, with nothing accomplished but bags under her eyes and chewed fingernails, she could feel the inevitable tension sneaking up on Harry, Ron andherself.

	It was only natural, she knew. While they would always be the closest of friends, spending every second of every day with only metres for personal space and drowning in all thisangst and apprehension was taxing, to say the least.

	Itdidn'thelpthattheywerealltryingtodealwiththeirindividualtroubles.

	Harry was constantly uneasy, blaming himself for every death and swinging betweenmoods of melancholy and madness, while Ron constantly fretted about his family and struggled to realise his significance in their little group, leaving him frustrated and testy. She knew she was hardly helping his insecurities with her rejection of anything that could lean towards

	something beyond friendship, but the thought of anyone other than Draco murmuringagainst her lips made her feel queasy and unfaithful.

	Andthereinliedherownproblems;guiltandheartache.

	Hermione scorned herself for lying to Harry and Ron, but she went to bed each nightbegging nameless gods that she wouldn't call out Draco's name in her sleep so she could keep thesecret just that little bit longer.

	But she could feel the confession eagerly waiting on the tip of hertongue. Lying to them was simply too hard on her conscience.

	"Hermione," Ron's voice stole her, and she met his eyes over her shoulder. "Do youwant some food?"

	"No, thank you," she said, knowing Harry was resting in the tent. "I think I may beonto something, so I ought to keep reading."

	 

	
The inevitable disappointment marred his boyish features. "You could come and sit withme for a little while?"

	"I'llcomebackupinamoment,"sheoffered."Iwon'tbelong."

	"Okay," he sighed with a nod, pivoting on his feet to walk the short distance back to thetent, his shoulders hunched with defeat.

	"Ron,"shecalled,frowningwhenhedidn'tturnbacktoacknowledgeher."HappyBirthday."

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	Aweeklater.

	Dracohadforgottenwhatiffeltliketohavesunrayskisshisface.

	February had come and gone, and March had brought some Spring heat to warm the breeze. He was in his usual spot, sat on the stone steps and trying to ignore the irritating voices of Bletchley and Davis, who were having an unnecessarily loud lovers' tiff inside the house.He absently realised he'd been here just over a month now, residing in Andromeda's safe-house with the defected Slytherins. A month without Granger.

	Afuckingmonth.

	The notion that time heals all wounds does not apply to the scars of young loversseparated too soon. Draco still felt as damaged as the day Granger had cried in the rain and sent himhere.

	He drifted between moments of blistering anger to a damning numbness that made his bones vibrate beneath his skin. He had tried to distance himself from the others, preferring to linger on the outside and only involve himself with their discussions when he decided the solitude was getting to him, but he seemed to find himself interacting with them more and more asthe weeks rolled by.

	Since Ted's departure, Andromeda's sleeping pattern had deteriorated and hidden itselfunder the floorboards, much like his, and sometimes they would find each other in the kitchenduring the lonely hours before dawn. They would sip lukewarm coffee and pass the nights with only a handful of sentences between them, and although neither of them would ever admit it, their odd routine became something of comfort.

	Anditwasn'tjusthisaunt'scompanythathelpedtokeephimsane.

	 

	
DracoandTheohadtakentoplayingWizard'sChessintheafternoons,andBlaisewould oftenjointhemwhenLovegoodwaselsewhere,likeshehadbeenforthelastsevendays.As if to punctuate that thought, Blaise burst through the door so violently that it slammedagainst the wall and shuddered on its hinges.

	He surged straight past Draco without acknowledgement, his strides heavy and harsh, and his wand clenched firmly in his trembling fist. Draco remained silent as Blaise came to anabrupt stop a few metres away and raised his arm to hurl a non-verbal curse at one of Andromeda's apple trees. It exploded with a shrill bang, and cindering splinters rained down with red and orange sparks.

	"Feelbetter?"Dracoquestioned.

	"No,"Blaisespat,slowlyturningaround."Ijustfeltlikekillingsomethinginnocent."

	Unable to think of a response, Draco simply studied his old friend; from the shadow of week- old stubble glittering on his jaw, to the broken skin of his chapped lips, and to his swollenand bloodshot eyes.

	Insomniaisneverasecret.Itcarvesitselfintoyourappearance.

	Seeing Blaise so affected by Lovegood's absence made Draco feel uncomfortable, for Blaise had always been the rational one, while Theo had a volatile nature that often led tooutbursts, and Draco decided he was somewhere in between the two.

	"Those two are doing my fucking head in," said Blaise, his voice hoarse as he started topace back and forth. "Screaming at each other like a pair of ten-year-olds over something theycan't even remember-

	"They'll calm down in a bit- "AndTheoispissingmeoff-

	"Zabini,justtakeaseat.You'regivingmemotionsickness-

	"It's been seven fucking days, Malfoy!" he blurted. "Seven! She's usually gone forthree, maybe four at the most. Something happened-

	"Blaise,justrelax-

	"Don'ttellmetobloodyrelax,Malfoy!"hespat."Youdon'tknow-

	"I don't know what?" Draco cut him off, narrowing his eyes. "You think seven days isbad? Trying a fucking month."

	Blaise hesitated. "You mean Granger?" he asked with a cynical tone. "It'sdifferent- "No, it's not-

	"Youfinallyadmityouloveherthen?"hechallenged.

	 

	
Draco broke their eye contact and stared at the smoking remains of the apple tree. "Askme again when something good happens." He closed his eyes. "Ask me on a day when nobodydies."

	Luna came back that evening and told them to turn on the radio, rambling aboutsomething called 'Potterwatch.'

	Blaiseshaved.

	DracoworethecoatGrangerhadgivenhimanddestroyedtwoappletrees.

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	Anotherweeklater.

	Inherdream,peoplewerescreaming,andshecouldneithermovenorblink.

	Draco, Harry and Ron were calling her name somewhere behind her, but she couldn't turnher head to find them, and the blood of the fallen was crawling her legs like a morbidly beautiful parasite.Shewilledherdream-doppelgangertotwistorbudgebutitwasfutile,soshe stopped fighting and just listened to the voices.

	"DoyouthinkHermione'sbeenactingalittleoddrecently?"

	It was Ron's voice, and it sounded clear and close. She concentrated on it, and the howlsof the dying started to weaken, and the dream began to fade.

	"Whatdoyoumean?"

	Harry's voice. She managed to blink, and her surroundings morphed into the familiarinside of their tent. Sucking the air through her teeth and shaking off the disturbing remains of her nightmare, she scanned the space for her two best friends and found their shadows near the entrance, flickering across the fabric. They were outside the tent, and she could hear the staccato crackling of a fire as she tried to catch their mumbled conversation.

	"She's just…," Ron sighed. "She's been really quiet, and she's always reading one ofthosebooks-

	SheheardHarryscoff."ThatsoundslikeclassicHermionetome-

	"She won't let me touch her," Ron rushed out, and Hermione frowned into her pillow. "AndI don't mean like…you know, like that. She won't let me hug her or anything, and it's like she

	 

	
doesn'twanttobealonewithme."

	"Maybe she's just trying to focus on finding the Horcruxes," Harry offered. "You knowwhat she's like when she sets her mind on something."

	"No,it'ssomethingelse,"Ronargued."Doyouthinkshemightstillbemadaboutthe

	Lavender thing? I mean, I know I screwed up with that, but I thought after what happenedat Bill and Fleur's wedding-

	"Pleasedon'tgivemeanyspecifics-

	"That we would be alright now," he continued quickly. "That we would be together andstuff, like boyfriend and girlfriend or something."

	Hermionegrimacedandclosedhereyes,Ron'swordseatingawayatherconscience.

	"Maybe she's just upset about something, like the whole thing with her parents," sheheard Harry suggest with obvious uncertainty. "You could always ask her?"

	"I'd say something stupid to make it worse. You could ask her for me,though?" "Ron, I'm not sure that's a good idea, and I don't really want to get involved-

	"But she'll probably talk to you about it," Ron pushed. "Even if I tried to talk to her,she would just make some excuse and leave. I told you, she won't be alone with me-

	"Andwhatmakesyouthinkshewouldtalktomeaboutit?"

	"Because you two are close with things like that. You said yourself that you're likebrother and sister-

	"Yes,but-

	"Please, mate," said Ron, and Hermione's heart sank at the desperation in his voice. Shehated that she was the cause of it. "Just give it a go, and then maybe I could-

	"Just give it a little more time," Harry mumbled so quietly that she barely heard it."She might still be a little upset that we left her behind-

	"No,it'ssomethingelse-

	"Just give her a bit longer, Ron," said Harry, his words firm this time. "Everyone is going tobe acting differently right now because everything is different. Hermione probably had afew things going on at Hogwarts that she's thinking about, like the whole thing with Snape.

	There'sprobablyotherstufftoo-

	"Yeah, like maybe she doesn't see me that way anymore," Ron mumbled, soquietly Hermione barely heard him. "Maybe she started to like someone else."

	 

	
She inhaled a sharp breath and locked it in her lungs, keeping as still as possible whenthe voices of her two friends paused. Her pulse sped up a little, and she wondered if she had indeed whispered something indicative in the rare hours that granted her sleep.

	"Ron-

	"Is that so hard to believe, Harry?" he went on. "We weren't with her for months. Shecould have easily fallen for someone else, like Justin or Michael or…Merlin, it could be anyone-

	"Youdon'tknowthat-

	"But it could have happened. And…you know, of course I'd be gutted and everything, butI'd rather she told me-

	"You're jumping to conclusions," Harry interrupted tiredly. "I think you should just leaveher for a little while-

	"Butifnothingchanges,you'lltalktoherforme?"

	"Yes,alright,"Harrygroaned."ButIthinkyou'regettingworkedupovernothing."

	"Cheers, mate," said Ron, and she knew he would be forcing a tight grin. "Hey, pass methe radio. I want to see if that 'Potterwatch' thing is…

	Hermione felt the guilt nibbling at her heart again, and she blanked out their voices as alone tear skimmed down her cheek and stained her pillow. She tucked her chin against her chest, and the comforting ghost of Draco's scent, still barely trapped in his t-shirt, fell against her tongue. It really hit her at that moment; just how much her secret was pushing pressure into the cracks of her relationship with her best friends.

	SheknewthenthatshewouldhavetotellHarryandRon.

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	Anotherweek…

	In a rare incident of reluctant rapport, Andromeda, Luna and the defected Slytherins (minus Tracy and Miles, who had yet to emerge from bed) somehow ended up meeting for breakfastin the kitchen that morning. Draco scowled at the back of his aunt's head when their elbows clashed, causing him to pour a little too much milk into his tea, but she was too busy tryingto prepare food with rushed spells and a clumsy wand arm to notice. Rolling his eyes and

	 

	
deciding that starting from scratch would be pointless, he joined Millicent, Theo, Lunaand Blaise at the table and stared at the steam rising from his mug.

	"You make it the Muggle way," Luna remarked, dragging him from a daydream before ithad even started.

	"What?"

	"Yourtea,"shesaid."YoualwaysmakeittheMuggleway."

	"I noticed that," Theo chimed in. "Your food too, now I thinkabout- "So?" Draco shrugged. "What's your point?"

	"You're a spoilt prat who is used to taking the easiest option," said Blaise curtly. "Youwould normally use magic-

	"I didn't have my wand when I was staying inHogwarts- "But you have it now-

	"I've just gotten into the habit of doing it myself," Draco shot his friend an impatientglare. "Merlin, you lot are fucking nosey-

	"Isthenewwaybetterthantheoldway?"Lunaaskedsuddenly.

	Hisattentionshiftedtoher;hiseyeswaryandcalculating.Afterfracturedweeksinthe

	eccentric presence of Lovegood, he had learned that she wasn't the dim-witted girl he had always expected she would be. On the contrary, he was convinced that everything she saidhad a hidden meaning or a riddle attached to it, which irritated him to no end, and he wasjust about to tell her to mind her own business when the radio in the centre if the table screeched.

	Since Lovegood had introduced them to the pirate programme, the radio had remained in the kitchen, and he had half-listened to two broadcasts, which had featured 'River,' 'Romulus' and 'Royal' attempting to calm the public and encourage them to assist Muggles. He watched Lovegood tap her wand against it and mumble the appropriate password - Padfoot this time - and as the sullen voice of 'River' floated into the kitchen, Draco felt his gut twist withanxiety.

	Listeners,wedon'thavemuchtime…

	Draco did a quick scan of the room and knew they all felt it too; a foreboding knot of apprehension in their chests. Andromeda had paused her ministrations and was nervously wringing her hands, her eyes fixated on the radio. The others were all so still and rigid that it looked like their bones might shatter beneath their flesh, particularly Theo, who seemed tobe holding his breath.

	It is with great regret that we inform you that we have learned of several deaths that havenot been reported by the Wizarding Wireless Network News…

	 

	
In his peripheral vision, Draco saw Lovegood grasp Blaise's hand so tight, her nailssliced into his knuckles.

	Fuck,hemissedGranger.

	We can confirm that the following people have beenmurdered… Everything got a little blurry for Draco at that point.

	AnnabelleSnowbloom… Samantha Jones…

	LewisGibson…

	He didn't recognise thosenames. Ted Tonks…

	He heard his aunt take in a shuddering breath, and that's when everything began to fall apart. Hecouldn'ttearhiseyesfromtheradio,butheheardthedrummingofstumblingfootfalls and an unnatural strangled sound as Andromeda ran for the back door with sobs cloggingher throat. Theo was up on his shaky legs a second afterwards, staggering out of the room and knocking over glasses and ornaments as he went.

	Dracokeptlistening.

	DirkCresswell…

	"Fuck,"Blaisesworebehindhisteeth."Ishould-

	"No," Draco heard Lovegood say. "You go and check on Theo. Millicent and I will goto'Dromeda."

	There was another rumble of rushing footsteps and chairs clattering to the floor. A door opened and the broken cries of Andromeda harassed Draco's ears before the doorslammed shut and cut them off.

	"Draco," Blaise called. "Come on, I might need a hand withTheo." Blaise's voice barely registered.

	A Goblin by the name ofGornuk… "Draco, come on!"

	"Just give me a minute," he hissedquietly. Matthew Greenweed…

	Therewasaheavythudfromupstairsandthepiercingcrashofexplodingglass.

	 

	
Blaise growled from the door. "DRACO, WILL YOU JUST-"I SAID JUST GIVE ME A FUCKING MINUTE," heroared.

	"Whatthehell-

	"I NEED TO-" his voice broke for a moment. "I JUST NEED TO MAKE SURETHAT GRANGER ISN'T ON THAT FUCKING LIST, OKAY?"

	That must've been good enough because he heard Blaise sprinting up the stairs, followedby muffled yells and heavy thuds that made the ceiling lights judder.

	TimothyStephenson… Grace Hartwood…

	Hewaspanting,andhisheartbeatwaspoundingagainsthiseardrums.

	And Dominic McGrath. We have to go off the air now, but as we do, we ask you to takea moment's silence, in memory of those who have fallen. Keep safe and keep faith.

	Draco let go of a moaning breath and dropped his head with relief. He stole some selfish seconds to let all the trepidation ooze out of his pores, but a choked scream from upstairs snapped him out of his alleviating trance, and with uncooperative limbs, he stood up and went in search of Blaise and Theo. He followed the sounds of scuffling anddisconcerting whines that sounded too raw to be human to Theo's room, and he found carnage.

	A section of Theo's desk was charred and smoking, the window had been smashedthrough with what Draco guessed was a chair, and there was blood smeared across the spider-web cracks of the destroyed mirror. His eyes trailed the path of blood down the wall and across the floorboards until they landed on Blaise and Theo.

	They were struggling on the floor; Blaise desperately trying to keep a hold of Theo's hands anddistributehisweighttogainsomebalance.Dracorealisedthenthattherewasawanda

	couple of feet away, and Theo was trying to drag himself over to it, hooking his nails intothe splinters of the floor. There were shards of mirror-glass embedded in Theo's skin, glinting in the morning sun, and Draco cringed when one of Theo's fingernails split and ripped awayfrom his cuticle, and he let out a pathetic whimper. He didn't stop reaching for his wandthough.

	"Draco,bloodyhelpme!"Blaisedemanded."Grabhisarms!"

	He blinked to clear his head before he did as instructed, grasping Theo's elbows and giving them a firm tug so they were behind his back. Draco noticed the sweat gathering between Theo's shoulder-blades and dribbling down his temple as Blaise altered his stance andhelped to keep Theo's arms locked in place.

	"GET THE FUCK OFF ME!" he screamed. "BLAISE, I SWEAR I WILL CRUCIOYOU WHEN I GET FREE-

	 

	
"Where is your wand?" Blaise askedDraco."Downstairs."

	"Shit,minetoo-

	"I AM WARNING YOU, BLAISE!" Theo threatened furiously. "LET MEGO!" "Theo, breathe," said Blaise steadily. "Come on, mate-

	"FUCKYOU-

	"Easy,Theo,"Blaisetried."Justbreathein,andthenout.Comeon.Justtryit."

	Draco heard him swallow a huge gulp of air, and Theo was shaking so violently, that hislimbs contorted in disturbing shapes and angles. Then he started to retch and gag, andDraco hesitantly patted Theo's back as he heaved up his stomach contents, and the acidic stench of bile invaded the room.

	"Easy,mate,"Blaisemumbledquietly."Thereyougo."

	"Fu-fuck them," Theo choked between heaves. "I-I hatethem." "It will be alright," Blaise soothed. "It will be alright."

	ButDracodidn'tbelievehim.

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	Notaweek.Justthehoursofdaylight.

	Hermione flicked her wand to awaken the dying fire. It was her turn to keep watch tonight, and she had ventured a good distance away from their camp to escape the repetitive droneof Ron's snoring, mindful to stay within the Wards. She tilted her head and looked back up to

	the cloudless sky; a deep blue canvas speckled with blinking stars, and she decided it wasall too calm. Too beautiful.

	They'd listened to the 'Potterwatch' broadcast earlier and Hermione's heart had sank for Tonks. If her calculations were correct, Tonks was only a few days away from herdue-date, and she couldn't begin to comprehend how her friend would be feeling under the circumstances. And Annabelle Snowbloom…

	 

	
Yes, she'd only met the woman for a fleeting moment in time, but sometimes the briefestof encounters can leave the boldest of imprints on your memory.

	Hermionesimplyfounditallsobizarrethattherewerewizardsandwitchesbeing slaughtered amongst the flames of war, and here she was; studying constellations with abook in her lap and only the snapping sounds of embers the to disturb the peace.

	For the hundredth time, she caught herself staring at the fourteen stars that outlined the constellation in the shape of a dragon, and she closed her eyes to savour a daydream ofDraco sighing against her neck.

	Her eyes snapped open and she straightened her spine when a second set ofbreaths accompanied hers.

	Herconsciencewasitchingagain.

	"You should be resting, Harry," she mumbled guiltily as he neared her. "You kept watchlast night, so you must be tired."

	"I can't sleep," he replied, dropping to the ground to sit beside her. "I thought I'd comekeep you company, and I wanted to talk to you-

	"Are you going to ask me why I've been avoiding Ron?" she questioned before she losther nerve, and she frowned when Harry's eyebrows lifted with bewilderment. "I heard you two talking about it several nights ago-

	"Hermione,wedidn'tmeananythingbyit-

	"I know, I know," she hushed him. "I'm not upset or anything. I mean, Ron was right, Ihave been acting…differently around him, and you are entitled to explanation, but I just…I am uncertain how to explain this."

	"Youknowyoucantellmeanything,"saidHarrysoftly."It'sokay-

	"I'm not sure if I…," she trailed off, but she shook her head firmly. "No. No, I need totellyou-

	"Hermione-

	"Ron was right," she rushed out. "I, um…I don't feel anything romantic towards him likeI used to, and there is…someone else."

	Harry tilted his head, and she could see a flicker of disappointment behind his glasses."We thought that might be the case," he confessed. "Well…that's okay-

	"It's not that part I'm worried about," she moaned, and she had to avert her eyes. The danceof the flames captivated her for a moment. "I just…I need to figure out how to tell you this."

	"Hermione-

	 

	
"Right," she said with conviction. Hell, she had started now. "Remember what I told you about Snape? Well, he came back to Hogwarts to ask McGonagall a favour…And I wasthere, and, um…the favour was to hide…" she hesitated before she said his name."…Draco from You-Know-Who, because he failed his mission and-

	"Malfoy?" Harry asked in a stunned tone. "Malfoy was at Hogwarts? We thought hewasdead."

	"No,"shewhispered."He'sverymuchalive.Anyway,McGonagallaskedmeto…keepan

	eyeonhim,Iguess,andhewasstayinginmydorm,andwelivedtogetherforafewmonths-

	"I don't understand," Harry interrupted, looking completely lost. "What does Malfoy haveto do with this?"

	"Everything," Hermione blurted, and she met her best friend's confused stare because shehad to. Her heart went wild in ribcage. This was it. "Harry, it's him…it's Draco."

	She felt her chest constrict when her best friend physically recoiled at herwords. "What...what are you-

	"Now just…just listen to me," she stuttered. "When he was living in my dorm, I got toknow him and we just…I developed feelings for him and it just sort of happened-

	"You're actually serious," he murmured incredulously, getting to his feet and backingaway from her. "Hermione, are you-

	"He's not what you think he is," she rambled desperately, following him as he movedaway. "He's not, I swear-

	"He'sabloodyDeathEater!"Harryexclaimed."Howcouldyoueventhinkthat-

	"He's not really one of them!" she argued quickly. "You know he's not! You said yourselfthat he wouldn't have actually killed Dumbledore-

	"Andthatexcuseseverythingelse?"

	"No, of course not!" she tried, and she felt the tears begin to burn. "But he's not like thatnow! Harry, I swear, if you could just speak to him, you would see-

	"Iwouldseethesameevilpratwhodideverythinghecouldtomakeourliveshell!"

	"No,noyouwouldn't,"shedisputedadamantly."He'sdifferentnow.ThinkaboutRegulus,

	Harry! And Snape! It's not always so black and white. People can change. People dochange- "Not him!"

	"Harry, just listen- "Youbetrayedus!"

	 

	
"He's not one on their side- "He's not on our sidethough-

	"Harry, please trust my judgement on this," she implored, grabbing his arm and forcinghim to face her. "You are…you are best friend, practically my brother and I need you to try andunderstand."

	Apainedexpressioncrossedhisfeatures."Hermione,Idon'tthinkIcan-

	"Harry, you know me," she continued. "If I…if I thought there was any way that hewould still be associated with the Death Eaters, then I wouldn't-

	"Ijustcan't-

	"I'm sorry for lying to you," she said sincerely. "I reallyam- "But not for getting involved with him?"

	"I…no," she stammered. "No, I don't regret whathappened- "Do you love him?" asked Harry suddenly.

	"What?"

	"Doyoulovehim?"

	Hermioneswallowedbackthelumpinherthroat."Yes,Ido."

	He grimaced and pulled away from her, rubbing his eyes with the heels of his hands. Shecould see the conflict etched in every muscle of his face as he began to pace for somelingering minutes, glancing back at her and shaking his head. She wanted to continue defending Draco, but she doubted it would help the matter, and as the silence stretched out between them, she could see the horror slowly leaving Harry, until he released a heavybreath and paused his steps.

	"I'm not going to pretend I understand," he said finally. "I don't think I evercould-"Harry-

	"But you are my best friend," he carried on, looking completely defeated. "I love you likea sister, Hermione, and I…I'm thinking about the people who were killed today and…You

	know, the likelihood that we will all survive this War is not lookingbrilliant- "You don't know that. We can win this-

	"But we might not," he stopped her. "And I would never want you and I to end on badterms after everything we have been through. You have stood by me through all the…insane decisions I have made with no questions asked, and perhaps I can…return that favour…Ithink."

	 

	
"Harry-

	"I'm not saying I'm happy about it," he told her. "Far from it. I think you are…completely wrong about Malfoy, and I don't think that opinion will ever change, but it's not like he'shere and I have to see it, so I will…tolerate it, I guess."

	"Okay," Hermione accepted his response with a weary frown. "Well…thank you. Now, Ijust need to figure out how to tell Ron-

	"Youcan'ttellhim,"Harryinterjectedswiftly."Noway-

	"What do you mean?" she asked. "He needs to know. I feel like I'm leading him on, andit'scruel-

	"Hermione, it would devastate him if he knew about Malfoy," he reasoned. "And he's got enough to think about. Didn't you see him today when they were announcing who hadbeen murdered? All his family are involved in this War-

	"Ican'tkeeplyingtohim,Harry-

	"He loves you, you know," he stated as though it was obvious. "He hasn't said it, but I cantell he does-

	"Harry,"shegroaned."That'sallthemorereason-

	"You can't tell him," he said firmly, brushing past her. "I'm going to bed. Tomorrow weact like this conversation never happened, okay?"

	Hermione sighed, looking back at the withering fire as she numbly nodded her head with assent. She could hear Harry's footsteps getting distant as he returned to the tent, and shewas alone again. Retaking her seat on the ground, her eyes went back to the sky and sought out

	theconstellationthatstirredmemories,anditwasasifnothinghadchanged.

	Theliesandsecretsremained,andherconsciencefeltjustasbruisedasbefore.

	 

	 

	ChapterEndNotes

	 

	 

	Okie doke. Sorry about the wait, guys! I just want to say a huge thanks to the girls who have offered to translate this fic into Chinese, Spanish, Italian and Russian! I mean… wow…thank you so much. There's a link on my profile for the Spanish translation,and I'll out links for the others soon! Also had some new fanart! Links are in my profile!

	Ummm okay…here's the hard part. So, the final Harry Potter film is just a few days away and I think we're all going to be a little…heartbroken to say the least. I mean,did anyone see the premier with Emma and JK crying? I was bawling…I guess what I'm trying to say is good luck, and I think we're lucky to have such a beautiful fandom,

	 

	
which consists of people who are so supportive with each other, so I shall my raisemy glass of wine to all the potterheads.

	I hope the chapter was okay…ummm…yeah…let me know! Read and Review andall that jazz! Thanks for your amazing responses so far!

	Bex-chan.
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	ChapterNotes

	 

	 

	Hey guys! Song suggestion for this chapter are Dance on our Graves by PaperRoute and I go to Sleep by Sia. Let me know if they work!

	 

	 

	See the end of the chapter for morenotes

	 

	 

	Hermioneblinkedawaytheblurryfogofsleepandtriedtofocus.Shefeltitbeforeshesaw it, something in her hand that didn't belong, and her brow wrinkled with a puzzled frownwhen she noticed the extra set of fingers tangled with hers. The light in the tent was faint - a small teal flame withering in a lantern in the corner - but she instantly knew whose handwas holding hers, and she followed the arm up to Ron's sleeping face.

	Shesnatchedbackherhandsoquickly,herelbowcollidedwithherhip.Thetemptationto

	shake Ron awake and lecture him about the decency of keeping his hands to himself came to mind, but the thought passed and she was suddenly very alert and fidgety. She abandonedthe idea of trying to fall back to sleep and eased herself out of her camping cot, tip-toeing out of the tent and deciding to find Harry, who she knew was on watch tonight.

	She spotted him several metres from their camp, leaning against the crumbling trunk of a lifeless oak tree, and when the moon glinted in his glasses, she knew he'd seen her. He'dbeen determinedly avoiding her since her confession about Draco and she thought he might stand and leave, but his shoulders sagged and he huffed out a breath that turned to cold mist as she neared him. There were things that needed to be said; a cracked friendship that needed to bemended.

	"Hi,"sheofferedmeekly,sinkingtothegroundoppositehim.

	"Hi," he echoed, and the awkwardness between them made her cringe."Hermione- "I want to ask you-

	"I have some questions too," he interrupted, looking almost nervous. "I, um, I wantto apologise first for being distant with you for the last week. "

	Reliefwarmedher."It'sokay."

	"I just…it was just a big shock…well, it's still a big shock, andI- "I know," she nodded. "I understand-

	"Well, that's my problem," said Harry. "I have been thinking about it, and I stilldon't understand, and I think I need you…yes, I need you to explain it to me."

	 

	
"Youwantmetotellyouwhathappened?BetweenDracoandI?"

	"I want to hear your reasoning," he muttered. "You're the smartest person I know, so maybeif you explain, it might make some sense to me."

	Shechewedherlip."I…I'mnotsurehowto-

	"Howlong?"heprompted."Howlonghaveyou…hadfeelingsforhim?"

	ShecasthermemorybacktothefirstkissshehadsharedwithDraco;thatodddaywiththe

	bee sting when he had saved her life, and she had touched his face so unabashedly, and thenit had happened. That had been the catalyst that had sucked her into Draco's life. That insane moment of impulse had changed everything.

	"November," she mumbled distantly, remembering the winds. "It started inNovember." "Okay," he said. "And how?"

	She went back in time again, thinking of all the little events that had built up to that fateful moment; from their lingering stares, to late nights on the sofas with hot chocolate. Fromhim reading her Muggle books, to her cooking him meals. From him panicking when she didn't return, to her stabbing their hands and mixing their blood. From every prolonged glance to every inquisitive touch.

	Fromtolerance,tocuriosity,tolust,andthenlove.

	Life is nothing more than a series of flimsy incidents that build up to something beautifulor tragic. Sometimes both.

	"You know, it's true what they say," she whispered before she even realised the words hadleft her. "You never really know someone until you live with them. In a way, we were both lostand out of our comfort zones. I didn't have you and Ron, and he didn't have his friends or

	family…we didn't really have anything, and when all that was stripped away, therewas nothing to hide behind."

	"But-

	"And we both just…crumbled in front each other," she went on. "You-Know-Who wanted him dead and he was completely overwhelmed by his circumstances, and after IObliviated my parents, I was so…devastated. But it made us...human, I think. We were…we were real because we were broken."

	Harry'sbrowfurrowed."Idon'tunderstand."

	"I mean it was just…us," she tried to explain. "Our personalities, our…souls, I guess.Just emotions and instincts, and we just…matched. Connected, almost."

	"Becauseyouwerebothalone?"

	 

	
"No," she shook her head. "No, there were other people I could have found company withifit had simply been loneliness. It was more than that."

	She could see the uncertainty behind the glare of his spectacles. "So he just…stoppedcaring? About you being a Muggle-born?"

	"Oh, Merlin no. It took a while for him to even be civil to me, but that's just how he was raised. Perhaps I'm being optimistic, but I think he'd been questioning his ideas about blood prejudices before anything happened between us. Maybe even before he let the DeathEaters into Hogwarts."

	"Whatdoyoumean?"

	"You saw him last year, Harry," she sighed. "How tormented he looked. Surely if he'd been that certain that everything he'd been taught about Muggles and Muggle-borns was right,he would have actually gone through with it."

	"Hermione,hewasstill-

	"He was never evil, Harry," she defended her absent lover hastily. "He just…made thewrong choices. I think the doubt was always there, and I simply…gave it a push in the right

	direction-

	"Butthatdoesn't-

	"Why do you love Ginny,Harry?" "I…what do you-

	"I mean, it's not exactly convenient," she carried on. "She's your best friend's sister. Whydo you love her?"

	"I um…," he stuttered clumsily. "I don't know why…I justdo." Her lips twitched at the corners with a sad smile. "Exactly."

	Harry seemed to consider her for a silent moment before he shook his head and pushed his glasses further up his nose, a habit she knew he did when he felt uneasy. He stared at thetips of his shoes and exhaled through his nostrils.

	"Whatdidyouwanttoaskme,Hermione?"

	She dropped her eyes, sensing that he was done with their conversation about herrelationship with Draco, and she couldn't tell if his opinion had softened or not. From the agitated drumming of his fingernails against his kneecaps, she doubted it.

	"IwantedtoknowwhatyoutoldRon."

	"Nothing," he mumbled. "I knew if I said you liked someone else, he would want to know whoandaskalotofquestions.IjusttoldhimIhadn'tspokentoyoubecauseIdidn'tknow

	 

	
whattosay."

	She swallowed down an itch in her throat. "He was holding my hand when I woke up,"she said. "Harry, I need to tell him-

	"No."

	"But it's not fair onhim- "Not yet, Hermione."

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	Hislidshadbeguntofeelsoheavy,likehislashesweremadeoflead.

	Exhaustion had hit Draco hard in the last fortnight days, sinking deep into his muscles until they throbbed, and a permanent headache had settled right between his eyes. In the fistful of days following the news of Ted's death, all those little patterns and routines that had kept everything running had diminished. There had been no languid games of Wizard's Chess, no communal breakfasts, and no midnight meetings with Andromeda over cold cups of coffee. Everything had fallen into a dreary and disorganised bedlam, and nobody could quitemuster the effort to give a shit.

	ExceptperhapsBlaise.

	Andromeda had been sleeping in Tracy's room, because she couldn't bring herself to returnto the home she had shared with her husband and confront all the memories that wouldinevitably be scattered everywhere amongst the dust. She barely surfaced from Tracy's room, and Blaise had done his best to keep some sort of order in their safe-house, assigning various chores to the Slytherins and adopting Andromeda's role as the head of the home, although Draco wondered if Blaise might be doing it to distract himself from his lonely nights without Lovegood, who had been missing for almost a week now.

	Itwas...difficult.

	Draco couldn't recall a time when he'd been surrounded by people coping with death insucha delicate manner, and he had no idea how to act amongst his mourning companions. He hadn't known Ted well by any stretch, but evidently his affinal uncle had had a huge impact on the others' lives before he'd arrived; a pseudo-father to Theo and Millicent it seemed, and melancholy is contagious when it's trapped in a confined space.

	 

	
As expected, Theo's reaction had been the most severe, and for the first two days he haddone nothing but vomit, scream, and try to demolish anything in his sight. But, much like life and everything else, the anger and energy had slowly bled out of Theo, and for the last four dayshe had mirrored Andromeda's corpse-like appearance and sluggish movements.

	The two of them did nothing more than existed, trapped in a catatonic-like tranceof bereavement that resisted any sort of purpose.

	Blaise had concealed Theo's wand somewhere, and had also decided that he was to be monitored, and they all took turns to stay in his room at night, although Draco had offeredto take the later shifts several times. He slept less than everybody else, so it made sense.

	But it was all catching up to him now, and he had actually retired to bed at a reasonablehour for a change, so he was more than irritated when a disturbing dream about Dark Marks and Granger's cries woke him too soon.

	Jolting up in bed with a harsh intake of air, there was cold sweat in his eyes and shivers scraping down his spine as the echoes of Hermione's screams rang in his ears. He droppedhis face into his clammy palms and tried to steady his breathing, and he shot the clock a scowl when he realised it was half three in the morning.

	He was contemplating whether or not it was worth trying to fall back to sleep when heheard it; the faintest murmur of voices from downstairs.

	He knew it was most likely nothing, probably Miles and Tracy getting a drink, but adubious sensation tugged at his gut. Pulling a t-shirt over his head and smoothing it down his sweat- dampened chest, he grabbed his wand and carefully left his room with silent footsteps.

	"Lumos,"hewhisperedashemovedacrossthelanding.

	The voices grew louder, but he couldn't identify who they belonged to or distinguishwhat was being said, so he followed them down the stairs and along the corridor until he was standing outside the kitchen door.

	There were two voices, both female. He recognised Andromeda's gentle tone, but hecouldn't place the second voice. He extinguished the glow of his wand and pressed his ear against the door as curiosity got the better of him.

	"…and everything. I would have come sooner but it's so dangerous sending owls now, andI wasn't sure if your Wards would let me Apparate here, and I didn't want to use one of the Portkeys when my due date is so close-

	"It's okay," Draco heard his aunt mumble. "I know you've had a loton- "No, I should've been here with you-

	"Nymphadora, it's okay," Andromeda interrupted, and Draco's face screwed up on theother side of the door when he recognised his cousin's name. The cousin he didn't know.

	 

	
"No, it's not," she said, and there was bang of flesh against wood, he assumed her fist andthe table. He could hear the strain in her voice, that low tone of a person trapped between griefand raw fury. "I'm sorry, Mum, I-

	"Stop apologising, Nymphadora. It's really fine. It's just…it's good to see you, sweetheart.I'm glad you're here."

	"You know," his cousin said after a moment. "Remus and I were talking, and we decidedthat we're going to name the baby after Dad if it's a boy." `

	Therewasahollowpause,andDracoremainedasstillashismuscleswouldallow.

	"I think that's perfect," sighed Andromeda, her voice fragile with emotion. "YourDad would've loved that. Really."

	"Well, I guess we'll never know, willwe?" "You sound so angry-

	"Of course I'm bloody angry!" she barked. "They killed my Dad! They're killing people everyday, and then there's that bloody Muggle-born Registration Commission! Have youseen the propaganda they're making about Muggle-borns?"

	Dracofelthischesttighten.

	Muggle-bornRegistrationCommission.Muggle-born.Granger.

	"Yes," his aunt replied. "I saw something about it in The Prophet and there were someleaflets delivered to the house. It's awful-

	"It's disgusting," Tonks spat. "I can't believe some people are actually believing all thatcrap. You know, when Hermione was staying with me, I…

	Draco didn't hear the rest of that sentence. All his blood rushed to his ears and momentarily deafenedhim,untilallhecouldhearwastherapidbeatofhispulseashisvisionwentmisty at the edges. It smacked into him so hard, a shaft of untainted rage that made even his fingernails burn, and then suddenly he was all adrenaline and heat, ramming his body intothe door and bursting into the kitchen with his wand out and aimed. The two witches jerked with surprise, and Tonks was up on her feet, her wand centred on him, and her body carefullyangled to protect her baby bump.

	Tonksgloweredathimwithdisgust."Whatthehellareyoudoinghere?"

	"Where the fuck is she?" Draco hissed at his cousin, and he barely recognised thesinister quality to his voice.

	"Draco," Andromeda said warily. "Calmdown- "WHERE IS SHE?"

	 

	
"Mum, what the hell is he doing herewith- "It's okay, Nymphadora-

	"But,he'soneofthem,"shearguedstiffly."HetooktheMark,andhelettheDeathEaters-

	"He's defected," Andromeda explained quickly, rising from her seat. "Draco, pleasejust lower your wand-

	"Don't you come within an inch of me, bitch," he growled, slanting his eyes over to her."You lied to me-

	"No,Ididn't-

	"YOU SAID YOU DIDN'T KNOW WHERE SHE WAS!" he shouted, his voice quickly getting hoarse and his chest heaving. "YOU KNEW, AND YOU JUST LET METHINK THAT SHE WAS-

	"Draco,pleasejustputdownyourwand-

	"YOU HAVE SEEN HOW FUCKED UP I HAVE BEEN THESE LAST FEWWEEKS, AND YOU DID NOTHING!"

	He was panting, eyes darting from his cousin to his aunt, and then back again. The betrayal left a bitter taste in his mouth as he absently wondered when exactly he had started to trust Andromeda, before he was silently scolding himself for relaxing his guard. He reallyshould have learned by now.

	"Draco, I swear I didn't know. Nymphadora only told me tonight- "JUST TELL ME WHERE SHE IS!" he snarled fiercely."NOW!" "Who?" Tonks cut in.

	"GRANGER!" he yelled, his hot glare back on his cousin. "I swear to Salazar, if youdon't- Andromeda groaned and swiped away a distressed tear. "Draco, just stop it. Please."

	"NotuntilyoutellmewhereGrangeris,"hesaidresolutely."Youwilltellme-

	"You mean Hermione?" Tonks asked, looking suitably baffled. "What does she have towithyou?"

	"SHE'S EVERYTHING TO DO WITH ME!" he fired back, his wand still trained on herand irately vibrating in his grip. "You tell me now!"

	"Wait," his cousin mumbled, her eyes widening as she seemed to reach for a memory. "You? You're the…you're the boy she was talking about? Who she fell for at Hogwarts? You andherwere-

	 

	
"YES, ME!" he blurted, too incensed and impatient to care. "I AM THE ONE! I AMHERS! AND SHE-

	"Noway,"Tonksshookherheaddoubtfully."Hermionewouldn't-

	"Nymphadora," said Andromeda, fixing her daughter with a meaningful look. "He'snotlying."

	Tonks' lips twitched, but her wand remained steady, and so did Draco's. There wasmovement behindhim,butheheldtheeyecontactwithhiscousin,ignoringthetwosetsoffootsteps that entered the room and stopped a few feet away from his side. Intuition told him it was

	Blaise and Theo, but he was too focussed and driven by his wild temper, scratching likestatic beneath his skin, to glance in their direction.

	"Malfoy,"saidBlaise,histonesharp."WhatinMerlin'sname-

	"Leave me be," he growled. "Don't get involved in this, just pissoff- "Draco, she's bloody pregnant-

	"Idon'tgiveashit!"hespat."SheknowswhereGrangeris!"

	"Granger?" Theo repeated quietly, evidently confused. "As in…Hermione Granger?Whywould-

	"Idon'tknowwhereHermioneis!"Tonksyelledoverhim."Noneofus-

	"YOU SAID SHE'S STAYING WITH YOU!" Draco shouted. "I HEARD YOU, SODON'T YOU FUCKING BULLSHIT ME-

	"I said she was staying with me," she told him, her voice calmer and clipped. "Pasttense, Malfoy. I have no idea where Hermione is now."

	Hefaltered,andhesuddenlyfeltverylethargic."You'relying-

	"No," she stopped him, as if she'd expected his response. "She was staying with me, butshe left over a month ago-

	"Where?"

	"I don't know," she said slowly, relaxing her defensive stance. "She took off in the night.I assume she went to meet Harry and Ron-

	"Oh, the death-trap twins!" he exclaimed, grinding his teeth when his voicecracked. "Fucking brilliant!"

	"Shewillbefine,"Tonksmuttered."Hermioneisthebrightestwitchofherage-

	"You stupid bitch," he sneered at his cousin, but he was starting to lose the fire to fight. He couldfeeltheenergyleakingoutofhisporesasthedamagingwaveofdisappointmentsank

	 

	
into him. "You let Granger, a known Muggle-born, just leave when there areSnatchers- "Hermione knows to be careful-

	"What, like your father did?" he replied, and a peculiar flash of satisfaction settled inhis bones when he heard both his aunt and his cousin gasp at his cruel comment.

	"Malfoy,"hissedBlaiseathisside."Youaredone-

	"Wouldyoubesobloodycalmifitwasyourwitch?"hesnappedatBlaise.

	"My witch is missing too," his friend said, and Draco felt a hand applying pressure tohis outstretched arm. "That's enough."

	Draco didn't resist and lowered his wand, his eyes falling to the floor and clenched muscles flexinginhisforearms.HehadwantedjustalittlepieceofinformationaboutGranger;just an assurance that she was safe, but that fleeting glimmer of something close to hope hadbeen soquicklyextinguished,anditfeltliketheairhadbeenbeatenoutofhim.Hecradledhis head in his free hand as the dull thuds of an inevitable migraine started banging against his sinuses. He could physically feel the eyes of the others measuring him, and he loathed themall in that moment for witnessing him lose control.

	"Fuckthis,"hebreathed,turningtoleave.

	"Hang on," Theo stepped into his path. "Have I gone insane, or am I hearing this right?You and Granger? Together?"

	Draco didn't respond, but he squared his shoulders and lifted his chin, daring Theo to makea derogatory comment or a mocking jeer. Instead, an odd expression stole his features, and Draco saw a flash of the mischievous and sarcastic man he'd known before Ted's death.

	"Well,"saidTheo,asmirktryingtotugathislips."That'saninterestingplottwist."

	The urge to jam his fist into Theo's jaw turned his knuckles white, but he simply brushedpast him and returned to his room, craving solitude and a shower where he might imagineGranger's reflection in the tiles.

	The confirmation that she was roaming the war-ravaged country with Potter and Weasley injected a fresh and powerful dose of insomnia into his veins, and he did not sleep forfour days solid.

	He pointedly avoided the others, particularly Theo, Blaise and Andeomeda, until the latter sought him out on a rather dreary Tuesday in April. He remembered eyeing the new leaves and pink blossom outside his window, magnified by the layer of drizzle streaming downthe pane. She came into his room without a knock, a genuine smile on her face that looked crooked, like she had forgotten how to.

	She told him that she'd just received a letter, and that Tonks had given birth to a babyboy, Teddy Lupin.

	 

	
Hewonderedwhyshethoughthewouldcare,andthenwonderedifhedid.

	Hehadmumbledareluctant"congratulations,"andshehadlefttovisitherfirstgrandchild.

	The clot in Draco's chest had felt a little lighter, but he'd spent the rest of the day envyingthat baby for being oblivious to the dark and dying world he'd been born into.

	Innocenceandignoranceareoneinthesame;bothblissful.

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	Hermione traced her fingers over the intricate pattern of swirls and loops of the sword's hilt, marvelling at how something so beautiful could be so deadly. Harry had given her the Sword of Gryffindor (and everything else for that matter), to store in her Charmed bag, insistingthat she was the best person to keep their belongings safe. She'd had the sudden urge to study the artefact, fascinated by the history that she could practically feel beating in its blade.

	Itwaswarmbeneathhertouch.Warmerthanher.

	She slipped it back into her bag and returned to her book, underling anything that could be significant and jotting down a note here and there to come back to later. She was completely engrossed in her usual routine of reading and rereading words she had memorised weeksago, trying to shake off thoughts of Draco that always managed to seep into her concentration. So when a friendly hand touched her shoulder and grazed the curls by her ear, she shot up to her feet with a startled gasp and her wand at the ready.

	"Ron," she exhaled, lowering her wand from his Adam's apple. "You made mejump- "Sorry," he mumbled quickly. "I did try calling your name."

	"Iwas-

	"Reading,"hefinishedforher."Yes,Iknow."

	Hermione could tell he was nervous; it was so blatant in the way he shifted his feet and scrunched up his freckled features with uncertainty. She knew what was coming, andshe nervously tucked the stubborn strands of hair he had touched behind her ear.

	"Where'sHarry?"

	"He'smakingsomefoodbythetent,"hesaid."Look,Hermione-

	 

	
"Ishouldgocheckifheneedsahand-

	"Have I done something?" blurted Ron, and Hermione cringed. "I mean, have I…have Iupset you, or something?"

	Shedrewinalongbreath."No.No,youhaven'tupsetme,Ron-

	"Well…then I don't get it," he tried clumsily. "It's just…I thought you and Iwere…youknow."

	"Ron,Ithink-

	"I mean, after what happened at the wedding and everything," he rambled on. "I knowwe never really talked about it, but I…do you regret it?"

	"No,Idon'tregretit,"sherepliedsincerely."It'sjustthatwe-

	"Because I thought that it meant we were together now, but it's…obvious that you don'tfeel that way."

	The guilt was welling up in her chest so quickly. She was going to tell him. She could feelthe words forming. "You're my best friend-

	"Butthat'sit?"hequestioneddejectedly."Justfriends?That'sallyouseemeas?"

	"Ron," she started slowly. "You know I liked you, but…our opportunity to be morethan friends just…came and went."

	"Whatdoyoumean?"

	"I mean we took too long," she explained. "It was there for us to take, and wejust…didn't, and it's because neither of us wanted it enough-

	"That'snotwhy-

	"I'msorry,butitis.Itwouldhavebeen…convenientforus-

	"Convenient?" he repeated, and he looked wounded as he spoke. "What does thatevenmean?"

	"I just mean that we spent so much time together, and it would have made sense, but…but convenienceisn'tagoodenoughreasontostartarelationship.Infact,it'sanawfulreason-

	"Hermione-

	"Don't you think that if either of us really wanted it that much, it would have justhappened?" she reasoned. "It wasn't like there was ever anything stopping us, except ourselves. Hell, our friends and family practically encouraged it-

	"AreyoustillannoyedaboutwhathappenedbetweenmeandLavender?"heaskedsuddenly.

	 

	
"No,ofcoursenot-

	"Because it was just a mistake," he rushed out. He reached for her hand but she pulledaway before he could graze her fingertips. "Hermione-

	"Ron, I promise it has absolutely nothing to do withthat- "Then do you like someone else?"

	There it was; the question she'd been dreading because the answer would destroy him. She wanted so badly to tell him, for only truth to exist between them no matter how hard itwould be for him to hear it, but Harry's voice was whispering to her at the back of her brain. She watchedRon'sanxiouseyesflickerwithdisappointment,andsherealisedshe'dbeensilent too long, and silence is simply a coward's confirmation.

	"I-

	"I knew it," he nodded, oddly calm. "I knew, but Harry said I waswrong- "Ron, that's not the reason things didn't work-

	"It's okay," he said with a painfully forced smile. "It's okay. I understand. We didn't seeyou for…what was it, five months?"

	"Six,"shecorrected."ButI-

	"Hermione, do you like someone else?" he asked again. "It's a simple yes or noquestion." She shut her eyes. "Yes."

	"That's…that's fine," he stumbled over his words. "I just wish you'd have toldme- "It's Draco Malfoy."

	There was another silence, but this was the kind when even the birds and the winds seemto die in time, until nothingness is just screaming in your ears like a scorned banshee. She slowly peeled open her eyes and found Ron closer than she'd expected, his face frozen and

	blank, but then she saw his lips were stretching up his cheeks. And then he was laughing;that soft chuckle that made his shoulders bounce, quickly building in volume until it was heartily boisterous and causing his whole body to shake.

	"That-that is hilarious!" he choked out between blasts of laughter. "Oh Merlin,Hermione, you do come out with some mental stuff-

	She chewed her bottom lip. "It's not a joke,Ron." He scoffed and rolled his eyes. "Of course it is-

	"Ron,lookatmyface,"shesaid,bracingherselffortheturn."I'mnotjoking.It'sDraco."

	 

	
His chuckles weakened with every breath he sucked in, and his expression gradually twisted into a look of utter bafflement. His jaw sagged, and his baby-blue eyes narrowed into thin, curious slits that inspected every detail of her face like he'd never met her before. Hecleared his throat, and she found herself oddly transfixed on a thick vein that twitched in his neck.

	"Hermione,"hefrowned."It'snotfunnyanymore-

	"It's not meant to be funny," she told him. "It's the truth- "Don't be ridiculous," he snorted. "No…no, it'simpossible." She groaned into her palm. "Ron, I know this a shock-

	"Idon'tbelieveyou-

	"Ron,"shesighed."IswearonmylifethatDraco-

	"Stop saying that name!" he barked, his eyes going wide and . "You've gone bloodymad!" "We were together at Hogwarts," she murmured. "And I fell-

	"Don'tyoudaresayit!"

	"Ifyoujust…ifyoujustletmeexplain-

	"Hermione, stop it!" he yelled, turning away from her and balling his fists in his hair. "Stopitnow!"

	"Youmightunderstand,"shepleaded,tryingtograbhisarm."Youmight-

	"DON'T TOUCH ME!" he bellowed, loud enough that a flock of birds in a nearbytree scattered. "I love you! Did you know that?"

	"Ron,please-

	"Did you know that when Harry and I found the locket, it showed me my biggest fear?"he told her, and the tears in his eyes made her breath hitch. "And did you know it showed me you? You and Harry! And now you're telling that it's you and Malfoy! "

	"I-I'm sorry!" she sputtered, and she was crying too. "Ron, I really am. I just needed totellyou-

	"Howthefuckcouldyoudothistome?"

	She flinched. She'd only heard him use the harsher swear words a couple of times andthey sounded so out of place on his tongue. "Ron, I never meant to hurt you-

	"SHUT UP!" he roared, clenching his eyes shut like he was in physical pain. "Shut. Up!Just stop it!"

	 

	
"Hey!" Harry's voice came from behind her, and she spun around to find him joggingtowards them. "I heard shouting-

	"She's lost it, Harry!" Ron shouted, pointing a trembling finger at Hermione."She's completely bloody lost it! She said that her and Malfoy were at Hogwarts and-

	"You told him about Malfoy?" Harry snapped his eyes to her. "I told you not to tellhim!" "I'm sorry," Hermione sniffed. "I needed to-

	"Wait. You knew?" Ron accused, and he looked completely betrayed as he regardedHarry. "You knew, and you didn't say anything?"

	"Ron, mate," said Harry steadily. "I'msorry- "You lying tosser!"

	"Mate,calmdown-

	"DON'T TELL ME TO CALM DOWN!" he seethed. "Both of you stay the hell awayfromme-

	"Please, Ron," Hermione tried desperately. "If you just give me a moment Icould…Draco's not like he was-

	"He's a bloody Death Eater, Hermione! A. DEATH.EATER!" "No, he's not!"

	"Yes, he fucking is!" he spat. "He tried to kill Dumbledore! He let the Death Eatersinto Hogwarts! He's got the Mark and everything, you idiot! He follows Voldemort, and-

	"RON,NO!"shecriedfrantically."THETABOO!"

	Butitwastoolate.Thewindchanged,andshecouldhearthemcoming.
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	Shedidn'tevenremembershouting,"RUN!"toHarryandRon.

	She was racing away before her voice reached her ears, surging her body forward andsnaking around trees with everything she had. The ground seemed to quake with the fastand thunderous footsteps of the Snatchers, and the sound of it rumbled all around her. Patches of mud and hidden bumps rocked her balance, but she tried to keep her focus amongst the

	adrenalinestorm.

	Harry was to her right — about twenty feet away — sprinting through the forest with two Snatchers on his tail. She couldn't see Ron, but she could hear him calling out to them,maybe another twenty feet or so from Harry, and she prayed he had the sense not to blurt any of their names.IftheycouldjustgetsomedistanceandreacheachothertoApparate.Iftheycould just get somewhere safe. If they could…

	TheSnatcherbehindherwasgettingcloser.

	She could feel his shadow against her back; the chill of it on her neck. She hurled a spellover her shoulder, and the sparks of it singed her cheeks. She heard a thud and hoped she had successfully managed to hinder his chase, but she could already feel another one catching upto her.

	The wind of a hex rushed past her ear, and she raised her arm to shield her eyes when it struck a tree and launched a spatter of splinters towards her. She fired another spell behind her and somehow managed to find some more speed, trying to veer towards Harry andRon. If she could just get to them…

	SheheardachangeinRon'sshoutsandknewthatthey'dcaughthim.

	Thatwasitthen.Therewasnowaythey'dleavehimbehind.Theywereintrouble.

	She made a decision and kept running until she was close enough to Harry, and the Stinging Hex was the first spell that popped into her head. She hit her mark; Harry's face, and she watched him stumble as the inevitable pain began to register, and his features began toinflate and swell. She hoped it would be enough to alter his appearance. To make himunrecognisable.

	 

	
Ron was struggling persistently against the two Snatchers who dragged him over to theirgroup, but it was futile. There were Snatchers surrounding them from all sides now,slithering around the trees and circling them. Two of them took hold of her arms, but it was only when Fenir Greyback marched towards them that Hermione realised just how terrified she was, and the lingering look of hunger he directed towards her made her feel sick. He looked just as she remembered; feral and unkempt, and her eyes fell to the smudges of dried blood under hisfingernails.

	"Running is never a good idea," he said in his scratchy tone, his calculating glare shiftingto Harry. "What the fuck happened to your face, ugly?"

	"Al-allergies,"hestuttered.

	Greyback cocked a too-bushy eyebrow. "Names.Now." "Dudley. Vernon Dudley."

	"And you,ginger?" "Stan Shunpike-

	Fenir backhanded his cheek, and Ron grunted at the impact. "Your realname." Ron swallowed hard. "Barny Weasley."

	"A Weasley?" Fenir repeated. "You're a Blood Traitor then. The Order of the Phoenixring any bells? There are a few Weasleys in there."

	Ron shook his head, and Hermione averted her gaze when Fenir turned back to her withthat same perverted stare. "And you, girly?"

	"PenelopeClearwater,"shesaidwithmoreconvictionthanshefelt.

	"Prettynameforaprettything,"hesaid,lickinghisjaggedteethandreachingouttostroke

	her cheek with a yellow and sharp fingernail. Hermione shuddered and tried hard not toretch. "I bet you taste sweet-

	"Don'ttouchher!"Ronsnapped."Leaveherthehellalone!"

	"How touching," he snarled, glancing over to one of the Snatchers. "Check the list. We'llbe taking you to the Ministry. If you are who you say you are, you'll have nothing to worry

	about-

	"Hey, wait," one of the Snatchers interrupted, and Hermione's noticed the crumpled copyof The Daily Prophet in his hand. He gestured to a page. "Look at this, Greyback."

	HermionefeltdreaddropinherstomachwhenFenir'seyesflickedfromhertothe

	newspaper, and then back to her. She exchanged a troubled look with Harry and tried tokeep her composure, but she knew what was coming.

	 

	
"This picture looks a lot like you, girly," he growled. "And it says here, known to be travelling with Harry Potter." He turned to Harry. "Well, well, well. This isinteresting."

	Harrytensed."That'snot-

	"Shut it," he spat, moving over to Harry and squinting at the taut scar on his forehead. "Itis you! We've got Potter!"

	A roar of cheers erupted from the herd of Snatchers, and even the effects of the StingingHex couldn't hide Harry's alarm. "Come on!" one of the Snatchers shouted. "Let's take him to theMinistry-

	"No!" Fenir called back. "They'll take the credit for it. We'll take them straight to theDarkLord."

	Hermione'sheartwaswedgedinherthroat.

	OhGodno…

	"We'lltakethemtoMalfoyManor."

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	A sudden wave of nausea washed over Draco as he descended the stairs, and he clutched the banister to steady himself as the dizziness subsided. It passed and he shook his head,absently blaming the odd turn on a lack of a sleep.

	The quiet hum of voices grasped his attention — Theo, Blaise and Andromeda by thesound of it — and he rolled his shoulders as he approached the kitchen.

	He had successfully managed to steer clear of Theo and Blaise since his outburst over aweek ago, knowing that Theo was likely to make some comments that would bait his anger, but he didn't give a shit anymore. He'd grown sick of the sight of his bedroom walls and the sound

	of silence, and he could really care less if Theo decided to be a snarky idiot aboutthe situation, especially when he had broken down about Ted's death.

	Shoving open the door, Theo, Blaise and Andromeda paused their conversation and regarded him with a mixture of caution of curiosity. Draco studied Blaise first, and instantly concluded from his dishevelled appearance and bloodshot eyes that Lovegood was still missing. He was unshaven, exhausted, and blatantly anxious, his brow creased with worry-lines and bodyrigid with strain, like he was ready snap.

	 

	
Andromeda was preparing food, and while she still looked every bit the grieving widow, there was a small spark in her eyes, which he credited to the recent birth of her grandson. Yes,shedefinitelylookedbetter,likeherspiritwasmendingslowly,andthatwas…good.

	Perhaps he had come to accept that she was indeed his aunt, or maybe it was theresemblance she bore to his mother, but seeing her so depressed had made him feel uncomfortable.

	AndthentherewasTheo…

	"Well, good afternoon, stranger," he smirked, and Draco rolled his eyes. "How nice of youto finally grace us with your presence-

	"Theo,"warnedAndromeda."Don'tstart-

	"I was beginning to forget what your face looked like," Theo went on. "In hindsight, thatwas probably a blessing in disguise-

	"Fuck off," Draco scoffed, dropping into a free chair. "I'm not on the mood for youtoday,Nott-

	"I'mjusttryingtolightenthemood-

	"Theo, that's enough," said Andromeda firmly. "You know, nobody gave you any hasslewhen you were upset-

	"Oh, come on!" he exclaimed. "That was completely different! Am I seriously the onlyone who thinks the irony of Draco's situation is hilarious? It's Granger-

	"Theo,"hissedDraco."Carryon,andIfuckingswear-

	"Look, I'm not going to take the piss because she's a Muggle-born or anything, but youhated the girl because of her blood status, and she's Potter's best friend-

	"Theo-

	"And look at you now," he continued. "Defected with a Muggle-born girlfriend whojust happens to be Gryffindor's little golden princess, and one of the Pheonix lot."

	Dracogrowledbehindhisteeth."Theo,Iwill-

	"Fuck, I would pay so much money to see the look on your parents' faces if they found out,"he grinned with genuine amusement. "I mean, wouldn't it have just been easier to shitdirectly onto your family crest or your father's fortune?"

	"Alright, Theo! That's enough!" Andromeda shouted. "You have said yourpiece- "I'm only having a laugh-

	"Well,it'snotfunny."

	 

	
"Oh, for Merlin's sake," he snorted. "You all need to get a sense of humour. It's not likeI'm having a dig. You know, I think all my shock was used up when Blaise started fancying Lovegood. You know, you two could start a club, or maybe write a book. How to get Laid and Piss off your Parents in One Easy Move, by Draco Malfoy and Blaise Zabini-

	"Theo, shut the fuck up," Blaise hissed slowly, but there was an eerie calmness to hisposture as he leaned back in his seat and tapped his finger against his mug of tepid coffee. "If you so much as breathe in an irritating way, I will deck the shit out of you, alright?"

	Theofalteredbutclickedhistonguehaughtily."Fuckingcheerfulbunch,aren'tyou?"

	Blaise sprung up from his chair and looked just about ready to throttle Theo. "Younever bloody learn to shut your gob-

	"Blaise, calm down!" Andromeda yelled, rushing over to interject. "Theo, you can goand help Miles do the laundry."

	"What?Ididityesterday-

	"Idon'tcare.You'rerilingeveryoneup,andIwon'thaveit-

	"Why should I have to walk around on eggshells just because these two are whiningabout their missing girlfriends?"

	"Justgo!"shedemanded."Now!"

	"Fuck'ssake,"hegrumbled,shakinghisheadashelefttheroom.

	He slammed the door behind him, and Blaise eased back into his chair with a long andweary breath. Draco considered him carefully, so familiar with all the tell-tale signs of stress andapprehension.

	"I take Lovegood's still missing then?" he asked, unsure what he expected to gain fromthequestion.

	Blaise lifted his guarded eyes to him and hesitated before he nodded his head once."Almost two weeks."

	"They'llturnupsoon,"Andromedaofferedreassuringly,butitwassuchaflimsypromise.

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	 

	
TheManorreekedofdeathandDarkMagic,andHermionetriednottoinhalethestench.

	Instead, she analysed her surroundings carefully, racking her brain for any method ofescape, but she knew it was impossible. They had no wands, they were outnumbered, and the Manor would inevitably have anti-Apparition Wards. They needed a miracle. A fast one.

	Fenir's horrid breath was in Hermione's hair, and she tried to jerk her head away. He and his henchmen dragged her, Harry and Ron to a large room, and when Hermione realised whowas waiting for them, she felt her insides scrunch up with fright.

	TherewassomethingaboutBellatixthatwouldforeverhauntHermione.

	Perhaps it was the unhinged and sadistic glint in her eyes, or the disturbing twitch to her vile grin, but the witch was just…inhuman to Hermione, like her insanity had picked away at her brainuntilallofthefamiliaremotionandinstincthadbeeneroded.Shewasacreature;an evil and psychotic tool that was designed for nothing except torture and murder. And she relished it, like some sick hobby to pass the day. Completely deranged, and deadly becauseofit.

	TherewasmovementbehindBellatrix,andHermionebarelystifledagasp.

	They seemed so different to the last time she'd seen them; Lucius and Narcissa Malfoy. Allof that loud and aristocratic arrogance had diminished, as had that attention-demanding

	confidence of a married couple in power, and Hermione was transfixed on them. Narcissa looked like she hadn't eaten in weeks, frail and distraught, while Lucius bore all the signs ofa manwhohadbeenrelentlesslytorturedformonths,untilhispridehadabandonedhimand his spirit had been subdued.

	Hermione accidentally met Narcissa's eyes and saw nothing but sorrow, and sheremembered then that she hadn't seen Draco in almost a year, no doubt assumed he was dead, and

	Hermione momentarily forgot the cruel woman she'd always thought Narcissa to be, andsawa vulnerable mother who had lost her son. She was weary, vulnerable, and seemed almost… reluctant to participate as Bellatrix and Peter Pettigrew eagerly rushed to meet them.

	"WecaughtPotter!"bellowedFenir."SummontheDarkLord-

	"Justamoment,"saidBellatrix."Howareyousosure?Theboy'sfaceis-

	"The girl's a Mudblood," he replied, shoving Hermione towards Bellatrix. "Her picture wasin The Prophet and it says she's travelling with Potter-

	"A Mudblood?" she echoed with interest, snapping her wicked eyes to Hermione. She look like she might lick her lips with anticipation. "You do look very familiar. Cissy! You'vemet this thing a few times, haven't you? What's her name? Didn't you say you saw her Madam Malkins' not long ago?"

	Narcissabarelyliftedherhead."Ican'trecall-

	 

	
"Granger! The Mudblood's name is Granger. Draco mentioned her years ago," said Lucius, and Hermione didn't miss the twinge of pain that stole Narcissa's features at the sound ofher son's name. She felt I too. "Yes, she was always with Potter! It is him!"

	"Itoldyou!"Fenirboasted."Andyoucanseethescar-

	"Let me see it!" she demanded, striding over to Harry and grabbing his face. "It is him! Iwill- "I'll summon him!" Lucius interrupted, reaching for his sleeve. "Let me be the one-

	"Nowisnotthetimeforyourdesperateneedforhisapproval,Lucius!"

	"Don't talk to him like that!" Narcissa barked at her sister, and Hermione was toodistracted to notice the Snatcher tugging at her bag.

	"Oh, don't be so sensitive, Cissy! It's not my fault you decided to marry such apathetic… Bellatrix trailed off, her eyes narrowing with outrage.

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	Dracoflinchedandlookeddownathisforearm.

	His Mark was itching, almost painfully so, and he grudgingly peeled back his sleeve toscowl at the ugly smudge on his snowy-white skin. He hadn't really examined it in a while, had practically refused to acknowledge it since that night in Astronomy Tower and more so when he and Granger had started sharing a bed. It looked just as it always had, but the irritating

	pricklebegantoworsen,andhesmotheredagroanbehindhisteeth.

	"Draco?" Andromeda mumbled, eyeing his Mark cautiously. "What'swrong?" "I don't know," he mumbled. "It just randomly started…burning."

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	 

	
Itallhappenedtooquickly.

	One of Fenir's men had seized Hermione's bag and extracted Gryffindor's Sword, and then Bellatrix had erupted with action, screaming questions about the sword and firing hexes at the Snatchers who were foolish enough to respond with cocky retorts. Hermione held her breath until the hot sparks jetting out of Bellatrix's wand stopped, eyeing the still bodiesof the stunned men, who were scattered across the floor like dirty confetti.

	"Pettigrew!" Bellatrix growled, gesturing to the injured Snatchers. "Get rid of them.Take them to the courtyard, and I'll deal with them later-

	"Bu-but,Bellatrix,"stammeredLucius."TheDarkLord-

	"If you summon the Dark Lord now, he'll have our heads, you senseless idiot!" She turnedto Fenir. "Put these in the dungeons with the others, except for…except for the Mudblood," Bellatrix said, coming close enough to Hermione that she could feel the wet of her breath.

	"We'regoingtohavealittlechat-

	"No, wait!" Ron yelled frantically. "Not her! Me, you can takeme!" "You'll be next, Blood Traitor-

	"Nother-

	Fenir released Hermione and rammed his fist into Ron's face, silencing his protests before grabbing him and Harry, and dragging them out of the room. Hermione watched them go,her heartsinkingtoherstomachwhentheydisappearedfromhersightandtheirvoicesdrifted out of earshot.

	"Aw,"cooedBellatrix,tuttinghertongue."Sosad."

	Hermione could feel herself shaking, and her breathing began to accelerate, but shewilled her body not to betray her fear. She'd be damned if she gave Bellatrix the satisfaction of seeing her crack. The dark witch was staring at her with an ominous expression of

	excitement, tapping her wand mockingly against her hip, and Hermione needed to lookaway, her eyes wandering over to Narcissa again, but she was frowning at the floor.

	"Where did you get that sword, Mudblood?" Bellatrix snarled, right next toear. "We-we found it. It's just a fake. A copy-

	"Lies," she hissed, baring her chipped and grey teeth. "Not that it makes a difference. Iwas going to torture you anyway. Let's get started, shall we?"

	Hermione locked her limbs and braced herself for the inevitable, tilting her chin defiantlyfor dignity's sake and telling herself she wouldn't scream.

	The first blast of the Cruciatus Curse made her fall to her knees. It felt like her bones,blood, veins, and everything beneath her skin was fizzling with fire, or being stabbed at with blunt and rusty knives. Her whole body tensed and spasmed at unnatural angles, and she clamped

	 

	
down hard on her tongue to stop the cry that was dying to be released, whining at the backof her mouth.

	Oh Merlin, it hurt…like nothing she had everexperienced. And then it stopped.

	"How did you break into my vault?" Bellatrix demanded, standing overher. "We-we didn't-

	"Crucio!"

	Thesecondroundwassomuchworse;somehowmoreconcentratedanddeeper,and

	Hermione dropped completely to the floor, writhing as the brutal tremors took control ofher. She thought that the scream that ricocheted around the room didn't sound like her at all, but she felt her lungs strain, and she understood how this torture drove people mad.

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	DracopulledhissleevebackdowntocoverhisMark.

	Itwasstillitchingalittle,butitwasbearable,andhedidn'tlikethewayAndromedaand

	Blaise had studied it with such awkwardness. They were silent now; Blaise gliding hisfinger across the rim of his mug, and his aunt absentmindedly sorting through the kitchen supplies,so when the sudden crack of Apparition sounded outside, the three of them flinched withsurprise.

	Tonkscamebarrellingintotheroomthroughthebackdoor,clutchingablanket-wrapped

	bundle in her arms and rushing over to her mother, completely oblivious to the twoSlytherins sat at the table. Although he could only see the back of her, Draco could tell from the tensionin her shoulders that she was flustered and haste-driven, and he shared a puzzled look withBlaise.

	"Mum, I need you to look after Teddy for a bit," she said quickly. "I don't know how longit'll be for-

	"Whatisit,Nymphadora?"askedAndromeda."What'swrong?"

	"We just received word from Aberforth," she explained, carefully handing over Teddy."The Snatchers must've caught them, and he said that there are others too-

	 

	
"Sweetheart, just slow down. Who are youtalking- "Harry, Ron and Hermione. They were-

	"What?" breathed Draco, his voice barely a whisper of shock. He got to his feet asTonks whipped around with a gasp. "What did you-

	"You shouldn't have heardthat- "You said Granger-

	"Look,justwaitaminute-

	"YousaidGranger,"herepeatedinaforebodinglylowtone."Isshe…isshealright?"

	He had literally needed to choke out that question, and he didn't even want to knowthe answer. He'd never felt anything close to this; emotion wedged in his throat, his heart

	drumming behind his eyes with a heavy beat, and the structure of his body taut, prepared for the breakdown. This was what he'd been dreading…his witch…Hermione…but it was alltooreal.

	Tonkssighed."Asfarasweknow-

	"What the fuck does that mean?" he spat, taking some steps forward and positioninghimself in the way of the door so his cousin couldn't attempt to leave. "Is she alive, or is she not?"

	"Wedon'tknow,butwethink-

	"You said there were others," Blaise spoke up. "Luna. Is Luna one of theothers?" "It's…it's likely, but we don't know-

	"Thenwhatthehelldoyouknow?"Dracoaskedimpatiently.

	"We know where they are," said Tonks, fixing him with an unsettling look. "They're atyour house. They're at Malfoy Manor."

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	"We didn't take anything," Hermione whimpered, her voice failing. "It-it's just afake." She felt herself being magically levitated again, rising almost six feet in the air before

	Bellatrixslammedherbodyhardbackdowntothecold,stonefloor.Herheadlandedwith

	 

	
such an impact that it bounced, and the back of her head became very wet and warm. Justas the bitter scent of blood registered, Hermione realised Bellatrix was crouching next to her, gripping her arm and tearing away the material of her sleeve.

	"Repulsive Mudblood," she sneered, her menacing face hovering above Hermione."You should all be branded a birth."

	Bellatrix muttered an unfamiliar incantation, producing a small globe of green light at thetip of her wand, and Hermione's eyes went wide with horror as she swiftly stabbed it into herarm. She slashed, sliced and hacked away at her skin, and Hermione was screaming again, thrashing around and trying to get free as Bellatrix carved the letters for what felt like hours.

	When Bellatrix had finished disfiguring her arm, she fired another Cruciatus Cruse directlyto Hermione's chest, and her cries of pain became scratchy, weakening to cracked and pathetic noises that sounded like a dying bird. Her voice had given up on her, but the need to scream remained as Bellatrix continued to torture her within an inch of insanity.

	Again, it stopped, but the residue of the Curse felt like poison crawling around herinsides, and, Oh Godric, she felt so dizzy. She battled unconsciousness, knowing that blacking out with her head injury was unwise, but it was so tempting to surrender to the darkness that loomed at the edge of her vision…

	"Bring me the Goblin, Pettigrew," instructed Bellatrix. "He'll tell us if the sword is indeedafake."

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	Teddy had started to sniffle in Andromeda's arms, but Draco barelynoticed. "My house?" he repeated quietly. "Why would-

	"You-Know-Who's been using it as his base," Tonks told him bluntly. "We don't knowwhat's happening, but we know that's where they are-

	"Well,thenyouneedtotakemethere!IknowtheManor!Ican-

	"There are anti-Apparition Wards surrounding the grounds, and they would havebeen changed since you went missing-

	"I still might be able to getin- "Draco, look-

	 

	
"NO! You fucking look!" he roared, striding up to his cousin with rage-fuelled steps. "Ineed to get in there! I need to-

	"There is nothing that you could do," she interrupted calmly. "Letting you just waltz into the Death Eaters' headquarters would not only be dangerous for you, but for everyone elsewho's trapped there-

	"THEN WHAT THE HELL ARE YOU DOING?" he demanded, slamming his balledfist into the wall. "You're just going to leave Granger there? They will kill her, you stupid

	fucking-

	"Helphasbeensent,"saidTonks."Ifallgoestoplan,they'llbeoutoftheresoon."

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	Mudblood.

	The word was engraved into her arm in an ugly smear, weeping perfect, little droplets ofbloodthatdribbledoutofherliketears.Sheconcludedthewoundatthebackofherhead was worse than she had initially thought. The blurriness of her vision was getting worse, and while she could hear the distant sounds of Bellatrix questioning Griphook, it sounded so far away. Her bloody hair was damp and sticky against her neck, matted in thick clumps, andher head felt numb and hollow, almost detached from the rest of her aching and battered body.

	Sheguessedthatafewofherribshadbeenbroken,perhapsherarmtoo,butitwasdifficult to focus on one area of the pain. There was a pretty ribbon of blood trickling out of thecorner of her mouth, but she couldn't decide if she had simply torn her vocal chords with all her screaming, or if she'd suffered some internal damage.

	Itdidn'tmatter…

	Hermione had accepted that she was going to die here; terrified and alone on thisice-cold floor, and that her death would be dealt to her by a relative of the man she loved. It was almost poetic, but then the tragic love-stories always are.

	Unconsciousness was creeping up on her, and she knew that she wouldn't wake up. Therewas nobody coming. Nobody could come. Logically, death was the inevitable fate for her,asit is for everyone, but hers would be early. Too early. Too prolonged and excruciating.

	She thought of her parents, how they would probably never know that the daughtershe'd made them forget had been killed, but then maybe that was for the best…

	 

	
She thought of Harry and Ron, wondered what would become of them, and prayed thatthey might get free, or at least have an easier time than she'd had.

	She thought of Draco, remembering their relationship that had barely been given a chanceto begin. So brief. So heartbreaking. So…beautiful in all the wrong ways.

	She hadn't meant to murmur his name aloud; hell, she didn't think her voice would allowher another syllable, but she had definitely heard it. She didn't even consider the possibility that her fractured voice had reached someone else's ears, until the swishing hem of a robesuddenly came into her line of sight. Using what little strength she had left, she managed to tilt her chin and lock eyes with Narcissa Malfoy.

	The older witch's face was stretched with a mixture of surprise and confusion as she casta wary glance around the room — presumably to check no one was watching — before she knelt down at Hermione's side.

	"You said Draco's name," she whispered. "Why would you…do you know what happenedtohim?"

	Hermione tried to respond, but all she could manage was strangled noise that had no meaning. Narcissa scanned the room again and then slowly removed her wand fromher pocket, aiming it at Hermione with her features hardening with concentration.

	"Legilimens."

	There was no way she could resist the spell. Hermione clenched her eyes shut as a rush of heat shot up her spine and into her skull. Memories flashed against the backs of her lids in rapid succession, images of those first awful weeks when Draco had been forced to stayin her dorm. She saw herself stabbing his palm with her wand and then fastening their hands

	together. She saw Draco leaning over her after the bee-sting, and their fleeting first kiss. She saw herself returning to her room after her stay with Tonks, and him rushing towards herand grabbing her face. She saw them on the sofas, on the window-seat, on the ice, and all those kisses in between. And then she saw them in the Forbidden Forest; rain hammering against them as Draco just stood there, frozen in place, and she told him she loved him, and pressed the Portkey into his hand.

	And then she was back in the Manor, staring at Narcissa's stunned expression, and almost wanting to express her gratitude to the witch for allowing her to relive those memories.She felt weaker now; her lids like rocks and her whole system soft and pulsating. She was disorientated, bordering on delusional as her body and mind started to shut down.

	"…helpyou,"Narcissa'shushedvoicebroughtherback."Ifyousweartotellmewhere Draco is, I will get you out of here. I promise. Please, just tell me what happened to myson."

	Hermione tried to speak, but it was futile, barely managing a stuttering gargled soundthat was lost to the unexpected racket of a commotion behind her.

	She thought she might…yes, she could hear Harry and Ron, and then Lucius, Fenir,and Bellatrix,allofthemshoutingmanically.Narcissadisappeared,andHermionecoulddo

	 

	
nothing but listen to the buzzing sounds of clashing spells, wondering if it would be too hopelessly optimistic of her to think that they might have a chance, that they might get outof here alive. If not her, then at least the boys…

	There were rough fingers yanking at her shoulders and hair, hauling her up to stand, andthen the freezing edge of a blade was licking at the taut vein in her throat.

	"Drop the wands, or she dies!" Bellatrix ordered. "DO ITNOW!" "Alright!" said Harry.

	"Good! The Dark Lord is coming, Harry Potter! Your death approaches! Greyback, would you like to take care of Miss Mudblood? I am sure the Dark Lord will not begrudge youthe girl, after what you have done tonight."

	Before Harry and Ron could surrender the wands they must've obtained in the fray,Hermione let her head fall back and noticed the subtle swing of the chandelier, its beautiful jewels chiming quietly with the movement. And another noise; metal scraping against metal.

	Creaking. Splitting…Everyone in the room had stilled to listen to it, and then there wasa final telling snap, and the chandelier came crashing down.

	Merlin knew how, but Hermione summoned enough energy to tear herself out ofBellatrix's hold, managing to stagger a few steps forward and into the safety of Ron's ready arms, and that was when she blacked out.

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	"I've wasted too much time," said Tonks. "I need to get back…they will needhelp- "Then take us with you!" Blaise pleaded desperately. "We can help."

	"Absolutelynot-

	"Thatcouldbemygirlfriend!Ineedtoseeifshe'sthere!"

	Draco was breathing heavily, trying to keep his temper subdued. "Just…just let us comewithyou."

	"Iwillnot-

	"You heartless bitch!" he yelled. "I need to see Hermione! I fucking need to, do you notgetthat?"

	 

	
"No!" Tonks argued firmly. "Look at how angry the pair of you are! Your presence woulddo more harm than good-

	"Please, cousin," he forced the words out, hating that this situation had reduced himto begging. "Let me see her."

	"Draco-

	"Take them with you, Nymphadora," said Andromeda steadily, trying to calm hergrandson'scries.

	Tonksarchedaneyebrowather."But,Mum-

	"If it was Remus, you'd be acting in the same way as them," she went on. "Just takethem with you. Give them something…give them hope."

	Draco observed his conflicted cousin intently as she seemed to weigh up her options,eyes flicking between Andromeda, Blaise, and himself. Letting go of an exasperated sigh, she rubbed her eyes and shot Draco a warning glare.

	"If you put one foot out of line," she said slowly. "I swear, I willbloody- "I won't," he assured her. "I won't."

	"Fine then," she agreed stiffly. "Mum, where are the Porkeys I sent you? We need tobequick."

	"Here," Andromeda replied, rummaging in a drawer and tossing Tonks a decorativeeggcup wrapped in cloth. "Be safe. All of you."

	Draco offered his aunt a curt nod of gratitude as Tonks carefully unwrapped the smalltrinket, laying it flat in her palm, cushioned by the cloth until they were all ready. His gut wastwisting with everything; apprehension, concern, anticipation…

	He was going to see Granger again, assuming this 'plan' his cousin had mentioned hadgone well…assuming she'd managed to get out….assuming she was still alive…

	Toomanyuncertainfactorswithsomuchroomforerror…Hefeltsickagain.

	"Right, come on. We need to move," said Tonks, her tone urgent. "On the count of three.One, two, three."
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	Draco managed to keep his balance when they landed, and as the dizzying effects of the Portkey wore off, he found himself in an overgrown garden, facing the back of unfamiliarand secluded house that was blanketed with ivy. It looked far too serene, too innocuous,and he began to question whether Tonks had muddled up her Portkeys, but then he heard theshouting.

	Several raised voices were picked up by the wind, the words and intent stifled by thethick walls of the house, but the panic in those voices was loud and clear.

	Tonks shot ahead like a bullet and it jerked him into action, his toes practically nipping ather ankles, and Blaise was close behind him as they raced to the house. They barged inside, following the cries for help and the heavy thumps of hasty footsteps to a kitchen-come-dining-room, and Draco froze.

	Theroomwasinchaos.

	His ears instantly began to ache from all the yelling, until all the voices seemed to blur intoa piercing roar of noise. There was too much going on in such a small space, and his eyesdarted from one screaming person to the next, trying to make sense of it. He recognised

	Ollivander first, the elderly wizard trembling and feebly dabbing his fingers against a nasty wound on his forehead. That Thomas lad from Gryffindor…was it Dean?…was trying tohelp Ollivander, calling out for assistance while tying to nurse his own wounds; an oozing gash on his shoulder, and a broken arm, judging by the abnormal bend of his elbow. Next to them wasaGoblinwithbloodtricklingdownfromhishairlinebutlittleelsetoindicateanydistress, and Draco recognised him to be Griphook from Gringotts.

	He noticed Lovegood next, looking more dazed than usual with a split lip and a spray of purple-black bruises across her face, chest and arms. Blaise stormed past him to get toher, grasping her elbows and examining her closely, gently tilting her chin and mumbling questions about the severity of her injuries. Lovegood simply smiled a dreamy smile and touched his face.

	His attention shifted to Potter, a crumpled and stuttering heap on the floor, half sobbingand half in shock as he hunched over a bleeding House-elf who was dead in the eyes. He was

	 

	
pleading for help, and that Lupin bloke was crouching at his side, trying to calm him andpry the lifeless House-elf from his hands. Potter stubbornly resisted, clutching the small creature and shaking his head like madman as he pleaded with Lupin to try and revive it.

	And then his eyes landed on a mess of matted curls drenched with blood, once brownbut now a sickly, burgundy colour, and he forgot to breathe.

	Completelyparalysed.

	Hoping he was mistaken, he sought her face and his legs went a little weak. All herfamiliar features were there, but they were so, so different. Her skin was eerily pale, ashen like an

	antique china doll, and her lips were blue except for the thin trail of blood sliding down toher jaw. And her arm…dear fuck, her arm. It looked like it had been mauled; deep slices that

	were practically spitting blood, and her skin was red-raw where it was splitinto…letters?Mudblood?

	Therewasbileatthebackofhisthroatandhechoked.

	He realised then that Weasley was cradling her, repeatedly mumbling something thatsounded like, "my fault," with tears on his cheeks. At any other time, he would have been infuriatedjust thinking about Weasley touching her, but he didn't react…barely acknowledged him, too overwhelmed and stunned. He focussed solely on her, searching for any indication of life. A breath. A groan. A flutter of eyelashes. Just any sign of anything.

	Shereallydidlookdead.

	He had to look away. He lost his balance and stumbled back a few paces until he collided with a table, and he grasped it to steady himself, his breaths leaving him in sharp bursts.He closed his eyes when they started to burn and his heartbeat was beating painfully in his sockets and eardrums.

	Shecouldn'tbe.

	Absolutelynot.

	He opened his eyes and his vision was misty, but that didn't matter because Tonks was kneeling next to Ron and blocking his view of Granger. If he'd had the voice, hewould've screamed at her to move, but instead he tilted his chin and watched as she searched for a pulse, drowning out the racket in the room and focussing on his cousin's voice.

	"…need to calm down, Ron," she mumbled steadily, but he could hear the alarm in hervoice. "Just hold her still…I need to-

	"I'm sorry," blurted Weasley. "I didn't meanto- "Calm down."

	"No,butitwasmyfault,andI-

	 

	
"I have it!" Tonks gasped with relief. "I have it, I have a pulse! Give her to me, Ron. Lethergo."

	Draco let go of a strangled sigh and felt some strength return to his limbs. He watched as Tonks practically slapped away Weasley's hands and hauled Hermione into her arms, manoeuvring with a little difficulty as she moved towards the table Draco was leaning against. She laid Hermione down with care and studied her intently, assessing thedamage and mumbling behind her clenched teeth.

	DracojustkeptstaringatHemione,eyesnarrowedtostopthemstingingandhismuscles rigid to hide his trembling. He moved slowly around the table on unsteady feet, pausing at Hermione's side and blocking out his cousin's muttered Healing Spells and everything elsein the room.

	"Wakeup,"hewhispered,barelyloudenoughtohearhimself.

	Being this close to her again made his fingertips itch, but his mind just couldn't make senseof seeing her in this state, and it made him hesitate. His Granger had always been so full of

	energy, be it a spark in her eyes, a blush warming her cheeks, or a subtle smile on her lips, even in sleep. This Granger looked like she'd been carved from dead stone and thensplashed with red paint for morbid effect.

	"Shit," murmured Tonks, breaking his trance. "Remus! Where's the Dittany? And I needthe Wound-cleaning Potion! And-

	"Topcupboard!"

	DracozonedoutagainasTonkstoreopenacabinetandreturnedwithahandfulofsmall vials. In the corner of his eye, he was convinced one of Granger's fingers twitch, and hethought it might be okay to touch her now. He stretched out his hand to reach for hers, but the moment his thumb grazed the soft but cold skin of her palm, someone was clamping downon his shoulder and hauling him backwards. He was pulled back several paces away from

	Granger, and he whipped around to confront Weasley, flushed and seething with hotrage. "You stay away from her!" he spat. "You have NO right-

	"Get the fuck out of my way, Weasley!" yelled Draco. "You don't have aclue- "Yes, I do! She told me about you!"

	Draco cocked an eyebrow with surprise. "Then you should know it's a good idea tostandaside-

	"YOUWILLNOTGONEARHER!"

	"WEASLEY,IWILLFUCKINGDRAGYOUIFIHAVETO-

	"SHUT UP!" Tonks shouted over them, and it all went very quiet. "Ron, you need to tellme what happened to her so I can help her!"

	 

	
Weasleyfaltered."Idon't…I'mnot-

	"Come on, Ron!" she pushed. "The Cruciatus Curse? Poison? Somethingelse- "The Cruciatus Curse."

	Draco's eyes went wide and back to Granger, and he ached to touch her again. He'd never been subjected to the curse himself, but he knew the possible destructive effects of it well; internalbleeding,seizures,paralysis,organdamage,memorylossorinsanity…Hewinced.

	"Forhowlong?"TonksaskedWeasley."Howmanytimes?"

	"I don't know," Ron groaned. "We weren't…we weren't there when it washappening- "Remus!" she called. "Remus, I need your help here! I need more potions!"

	Draco tracked his old professor as he offered an apology to Potter, who was still rockingback and forth with the dead House-elf in his lap.

	"There's more in the back bedroom," said Remus as he came to his wife's aid, quicklybut carefully gathering Hermione in his arms. "We'll take her upstairs."

	Draco made to follow as Lupin left the room, but Tonks blocked his path and planted afirm hard against his chest. "Move out of my way," he growled. "I need to be with her-

	"No," she shook her head. "You are stayinghere- "I want to help her! Just-

	"If you want to help, you stay out of the way!" she ordered, also regarding Weasley."That goes for you too, Ron. Both of you will stay down here!"

	An enraged snarl rumbled at the back of his throat as his cousin disappeared out the room, and he was once again without Granger. The frustration, the fury, the resentment, and the angst all boiled and bubbled within his chest, and at the core of it was this devastating craving to just know Granger was alright. But no. She'd been ripped away from himagain, and he felt the walls of his control crack, and Weasley might as well have been wearing a

	target.

	"You said it was your fault," he hissed in a forebodingly low tone, locking his dark eyeson Weasley. "What the hell did you mean by that?"

	"Pissoff,Malfoy."

	Draco's fist lunged for Ron's face of its own accord, clipping his jaw and sendinghim staggering backwards a few strides. "You mind your fucking mouth, Weasel!"

	"Don't you dare touch me, you slimy twat!" Ronbarked. "I asked you a question!"

	 

	
"YOUR FAMILY DID THAT TO HER!" he screamed. "YOUR psycho aunt! YOURparents in YOUR home!"

	Draco hesitated, open-mouthed and so incredibly lost about how to respond to that. Hehated Bellatrix at that moment, could feel himself physically vibrating with all the loathing he felt for his aunt. And his parents…he didn't know…he couldn't even contemplate the idea of his mother inflicting torture on another human, Muggle-born or not. His father…fuck, he didn't know. His brain was throbbing. And Granger…Hermione…he'd never be able to get that

	imageofherouthishead;sobrokenandyetsomehowstillbeautiful.

	He shouldn't have let his mind wander. Weasley punched him hard in the face, snapping his head to the side with an audible clap. He grunted and spat, staring at the tinge of red to his saliva as his cheek started to pound. His temper soared and he felt his magic coursethrough his veins, that prickling sort of static heat that was untamed and hazardous. It felt volatile, and so did he.

	"Bad move, wanker," he growled, looking up from the floor to find the tip of Weasley'swand aimed at him. He reached into his pocket to withdraw his own wand, but then Lovegood calmly stepped between them, facing Weasley, and he scowled at the back of the girl's head.

	"Luna,"Ronfrowned."Whatareyoudoing?"

	"Enough damage has been caused by hostile magic today," she said softly. "Don't youthink?" "This has nothing to do with you, Luna."

	"Lovegood,"sneeredDraco."Getthefuckoutofthe-

	"Hey," said Blaise, cautiously edging closer to his friend's side. "Come on, mate. You needto compose yourself. You're not thinking straight-

	"Don'tevenbother,Zabini-

	"It's not the time or the place. You are out ofcontrol- "SHUT UP, BLAISE!"

	"Do you think Tonks is going to let you see Granger if you put a hole in Weasley's chest?"he questioned quietly, so only they would hear. "Look, you can beat the living shit out of himany other day, but you know Tonks will send you straight back to Andromeda's if you do it

	now,andyouwillhavegainednothing."

	Draco despised the reason in his friend's words, but the grip on his wand slackened anyway. There were too many eyes on him; Thomas, Ollivander, and even Potter had stopped whatthey were doing, and he felt far too exposed. He glared at Weasley over Lovegood'sshoulder as she continued to speak to him in soothing tones, his thoughts shifting back to Hermione, and all his fury was consumed by concern for his witch.

	"You know, Harry looks like he needs your support right now," he heard Lovegoodmumble, and Weasley glanced at his inconsolable friend. "You should go and help him, Ron."

	 

	
With a resigned sigh, he reluctantly lowered his wand and met Draco's aggressivestare. "Keep him out of my face-

	"Be grateful it's still intact, Weasel," Draco snarled as Ron headed over to Potter, and itwas only then that he tucked his wand back into his pocket.

	"Right,"breathedLovegood,turningtofaceheandBlaise."IthinkI'llmakesometea."

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	Draco rubbed his sore and swollen eyes and wondered if he'd cried today, butbeen completely oblivious to it.

	He guessed he'd been sat in this spot for about six hours, leaning against the wall besidethe only door that hadn't responded to an Alohomora and had been charmed with a Silencing Spell. The room Granger was in.

	In the hour or so before that, everything had carried on around him in a distant haze.Weasley and Lovegood had managed to convince Potter to relinquish his hold on the House-elf — a House-elf Draco had remembered had worked for his family some years ago — and they'd wrappedthedeadcreatureupinawhitesheet,andlaidhimoutonthesofainthesitting room. After Weasley had fixed his broken arm, Thomas had helped Ollivander to a bedroom and healed his injuries, insisting it was wise for him stay in the same room to keep an eye on the frail Wandmaker. The Goblin, Griphook, had also been given a room, and he retreated upstairs without so much as a thankful dip of his head or any inclination that he cared about

	thestateoftheinjured.

	And then Lovegood had done what she'd said she would. She'd made tea, and she'd spiked it withSleepingDraught.HadhenotbeensodistractedbyhisanxietyforHermione's condition, and the fact that Lovegood annoyed him to the core, he might have mentally commended the witch for the smart move. She and Blaise had used magic to levitate Potterand Weasley to bed, and Draco had instantly set about finding the room Granger would bein.

	Andhehadnotmovedfromhispositionsince.

	Itwaseveningnow,andthehousewasgettingdarkasthefinalraysofsunsimmeredand

	gave way to night. He felt physically drained and his body had gone numb with the needfor rest, but his brain was alert, stubbornly refusing to yield to sleep until he knew that Granger was awake and well, and he would demand to see it for himself.

	A troubled and lonely mind drifts between self-destructive thoughts when there is nothingbut hollow hours and silence for company.

	 

	
He'd thought constantly about the side-effects of the Cruciatus Curse, reciting them againtohimself.

	Internal bleeding, seizures, paralysis, organ damage, memory loss orinsanity. Memory loss or insanity.

	Itwasthoselasttwothatdisturbedhimthemost.TheideaofGrangerbeingunableto

	remember what had happened between them in her room did damaging things to his psyche, and he had revisited those memories and tried to recall every detail…just in case…in casehe needed to remind her.Fuck, that would ruin him.

	And insanity…the thought of Granger without that brilliant mind of hers…he couldn'teven begin to comprehend how he would deal with that.

	Andthenhe'dthoughtofhisfamilyandthepartthey'dplayedinhislover'storture.He'd

	never really held any sort of regard for Bellatrix as she'd been locked up in Azkaban forthe majority of his life, and her psychotic mindset had made it impossible for him to ever

	perceive her as a real member of his family, but his parents…Bloody hell, his parents.The fact that they were still working for Voldemort after he had put a price on his head was disconcerting, but what if they'd been forced? What if Weasley was mistaken? Or what if they had indeed contributed to Hermione's brutal ordeal?

	Hegroanedintohispalmsasapulsatingheadachemadehiseyeswater.

	He'd been without her for weeks, and now there was only a wall separating them, but she might be so much further than that if her mind had been effected by the curse. Why wasfate and circumstance so hell-bent on sabotaging them?

	He'd have risked insanity and isolation to be back in her room again; just the pair of them locked away without Tonks, Weasley and every-fucker-else determined to throw daggersat their relationship.

	"Ithoughtyoumightbehere,"Lovegood'svoicemadehimstart."Ibroughtyousometea."

	He tilted his chin to regard her coldly. "Do I look thick? I'm not having anything yougiveme."

	"There's no Sleeping Draught in it. Just a tiny hint of Lavender to ease yourstress." "I don't want your sodding tea, Lovegood," he snapped. "Just bugger off."

	She didn't move, but then he hadn't really expected her to. "You're an odd person,Draco." "Excuse me?" he scoffed. "I'm odd?"

	"You're so determined to distance yourself from those who are trying to helpyou- "I never asked for anybody's help. I definitely haven't asked for yours-

	 

	
"Friendsshouldn'thavetoask-

	"And I am certainly not your friend," he bit out, his tone rough and gritty with distaste. "Doyou have any concept of how irritating you are? And you're completely gone in the head.You just sit there talk absolute bollocks and it's infuriating. How Blaise puts up with you, I'll

	neverknow."

	"He loves me," she shrugged casually. "You know, like you love Hermione, and sheloves- "What?" he hissed quietly. "Get the hell out of my face-

	"Oh, I see," she murmured, innocently cocking her head to the side. "You're stillpretending you don't love her?"

	"Howbloodydareyoupresumeyouknowanythingaboutmyrelationshipwithher!"

	"Your actions speak for themselves," she said with a slight grin. "See, I told you you'reodd. There really is no logical explanation for why you should continue to deny it-

	"And you're the queen of logic, are you?" he remarked, rolling his eyes. "You don't knowthe first thing about how I feel towards Granger, so don't-

	"Or maybe I do understand, and it makes you uncomfortable," she interrupted. "You'reright though, it's your business and not mine, but…perhaps you should make it Hermione's

	business-

	"That's enough!" he barked furiously. "I won't tell you again, Lovegood; leave me thefuckalone."

	With a small bob of her head, she bent down and placed the mug by his feet before shetuned to leave. "I hope you like the tea," she said over her shoulder.

	Draco's heavy and incensed glare pierced Lovegood's back as she retreated down thecorridor and disappeared down the stairs. He grabbed the mug she'd left behind and hurled it at the adjacent wall, watching the jagged shards of porcelain explode with a loud smash as the tea spattered across the floorboards. He'd deny it until his deathbed, but Lovegood had touched anerve.

	He'd be lying if he said the exasperating topic of love hadn't slipped into his mind in thelast few hours, despite his self-conserving attempts to ignore the subject.

	He knew what Lovegood was thinking; that he rejected the mere mention of love becausehe considered it a weakness, but that was a ridiculous notion that always seemed to arise in

	repetitiveromancestoriesfeaturingasurlyantiherowithamaturitycomplex.

	He didn't think love was weakness. His parents were very much in love, openly so, and he'd never thought them to be weak for it. The fact of the matter was, loving Granger would be completely inconvenient. Loving her would mean there was no going back. To admit thathe had fallen in love with her would be to slice the final fragile thread that connected him to everything he had lived by before; his prejudices, his wealth, his parents…all of it.

	 

	
But then, maybe he already had. Maybe convenience had failed to be a factor for sometimenow.

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	Blaise eyed the satisfied smile on his girlfriend's pretty lips as she strolled back into the kitchen. "That took you a while," he commented, leaving his seat to approach her. "Dare Iaskwhy?"

	"I just spoke to him about a few things," replied Luna flippantly. "You know, I thinkTonks may have some nargles in her garden. I'm sure I put my charm on the countertop."

	"It's in my pocket," he said. "What did you say tohim?" "What was necessary."

	"Care to elaborate?" "Possiblytomorrow."

	Blaise trailed his fingers down her spine and shook his head. "You're wasting your timethere, Luna. He's too stubborn. Even by a Slytherin's standards."

	"As I recall, you were also very stubborn," she reminded him. "But yes, he's worse thanyou were. Maybe even worse than Theo."

	"Thenwhybothertrying?"

	Sheexhaledabriefanddelicatelaugh."Alwaysthepessimist."

	"I refute that. I would consider myself a realist," he said, coiling a loose lock of herhair around his finger. "You, on the other hand, are very much an optimist."

	"Perhaps someone needs to be an optimist at the moment," she mumbled, turning her headto place a chaste kiss against his palm. "You know, all great victories come from small ones.

	Maybetodaywon'tbesodarkifDracoseesthelight."

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	
.

	The early hours of tomorrow morning came slowly; one o'clock, two o'clock, three o'clock, they dragged by at such a taunting pace. He raked his fingernails through his hair for the fiftieth time and rolled his shoulders to click away some of the tension in his muscles and bones. For over twelve hours, he had done nothing but wait with the same clawing thoughts bouncing around in his skull. He was tired and edgy, his backside numb and his limbs like cardboard after countless bouts of pins and needles, but he'd wait another twelve hours ifhe had to.

	He heard the handle of the door creak before he saw it twist, and he climbed to his feet too quickly, all the blood rushing to his head and making him sway. Lupin stepped out theroom first, closely followed by Tonks, and they turned their heads to acknowledge Draco with weary eyes and sweat on their upper-lips, evidently fatigued after twelve hours of Merlin

	knew how many Healing Spells. His breath hitched in his throat when Tonks shut thedoor behind her and massaged the bridge of her nose, but he kept his expression tight and stoic, fighting the urge to shove them aside and force his way into the room.

	"Youcangoaheadtobed,Remus,"shesaid."I'mjustgoingtohaveaquickwordwithhim."

	Lupin faltered for a moment, observing Draco with deliberate suspicion before he did ashis wife had requested and left them alone. Tonks had placed herself between Draco and the

	door, and he looked past her at the handle, his tolerance fleeting quickly as his cousin gaveno indication that she intended to move.

	"Tenacious little bugger, aren't you?" she quipped. "I thought I told you very clearly tostaydownstairs-

	"Merlin'sgrave,"hegrowledtohimself."Letmeinsidethatfuckingroomortellme-

	"I wanted to apologise to you," she interrupted him, and it threw him off guard. "I thinkI…I underestimated your relationship with Hermione-

	"It'snotyourplacetojudgemineandGranger'srelationshipatall."

	"I'm just trying to let you know that I understand now," she continued. "And I will give youabreak-

	"I don't give a shit about your opinion of me!" he blurted. "You want to do me a favour?Then you tell me-

	"She's alright," said Tonks finally. "Considering what happened, she is better thanexpected. Her wounds are healed, except for that…thing on her arm. Physically, she is going to befine."

	"Andmentally?"

	 

	
"We're not sure yet," she sighed. "She suffered a bad blow to her head, and with theCruciatus Curse…she's very muddled up, drifting in and out consciousness and just mumbling incoherently. As far as w can tell, she's fine, but we won't really know until she wakes upproperly."

	Draco swallowed down the clot of nerves in his windpipe. "And hermemory? "Again, we won't know until she wakes up, but perhaps-

	"Are you going to let me fucking room, or not?" he snapped impatiently. Why was he here listening to this clueless witch when she apparently had no clue how Hermione wasdoing? "Or do I have to-

	"Alright,"shestoppedhim."Youcangoin,Draco."

	He surged past her and barged into the room, pausing once he had crossed the thresholdto allowhiseyestoadjusttothedimlighting.Therewasalonecandleinthecorner,coaxing

	flickering shadows to dance across the walls, but he instantly focussed on the silhouette ofa figure on the bed. Hermione. He slammed the door shut behind him, adamant that therewould be no more interruptions, and then he slowly made his way towards the silhouette, transfixed on the comforting rises and falls of her chest.

	All the haste left him, and now that he was only a few feet away from her, he suddenly felt wary and tentative, like he might break her if he got too close. She made a sleepy littlesound and he quicken his steps, his heart racing in his ribcage and his pulse banging against his eardrums with anxiety, anticipation, adrenaline…he didn't even know anymore.

	He reached the bed and concentrated on the sound of her breathing before he eased himself down and sat at her side. All he could make out was her shadow and a brandy-coloured halo from where her hair caught the candlelight. It wasn't enough. He removed his wand fromhis pocket and waved it over the flame to give it some life, and finally, he could see her.

	Andshelooked…normal.

	She was so different to the haunting version of her he'd seen earlier; all bloodied andbattered with frosty skin and a dead expression.

	She looked like Granger now, clean and relaxed with some pink in her cheeks and aslight frown scrunching her brow. The only indication of her nightmare were some half-healed,

	yellow bruises by her temple and the neat bandage wrapped around her arm from her wristto her elbow, and he glared and the red stain already beginning to seep through the dressing.

	He ached to touch her, but it took him a minute or so to actually do so, and he softlygrazed the backs of his fingers along her jaw and down to her chin. His thumb absently traced the

	outline of her lips, but he froze when she stirred and moaned in her sleep. She shifted alittle, and then her eyes slowly peeled open with a few long blinks and a delicate fluttering of hereyelashes.

	 

	
She gazed straight at him with those hazel eyes he had missed, and he stayed completelystill, knowing this was the moment when he'd know if her memory had been dented. Her stare was glassy and vacant, and he prepared himself for the worse.

	But then she smiled and reached up to cup hisface. "Hello, Draco."

	Her voice was hoarse and fragile, but at least it was there. His lids fell shut and he leanedinto her palm, exhaling loudly with relief as she tenderly stroked her finger across his cheekbone. She remembered him.

	"You'renotbleedingthistime."

	His eyes snapped open and stared down at her with a wide and uneasy look. "Why would Ibebleeding?"

	"You're always bleeding in my dreams," she murmured, and he grimaced at theeerie innocence to her tone.

	"Granger,you'renot-

	"Dreaming," she finished for him. "You always saythat.""But-

	"Will you stay with me?" she asked, her lids drooping and her hand falling back to her sideas she struggled to remain conscious. "Will you stay until I need to wake up?"

	As Tonks had warned him, she was evidently confused and disorientated, and the disappointment stabbed at his gut. It was not uncommon for those who suffered memoryloss from the Cruciatus Curse to recall things subconsciously; sometimes in dreams, andsometimes in old rituals that were never quite erased from the brain. The positive reaction to him was promising, but it wasn't a definite assurance that her psyche had survived Bellatrix's torture, and that vehement fury that he felt towards his aunt started to infect him again.

	"Draco?" she mumbled drowsily, severing his train of thought. "Will youstay?" The anger dissipated, and he kicked off his shoes. "Yes, Granger."

	Her lips twitched with another smile, and he didn't bother to undress as he slipped under the covers and pulled her to him, nestling his nose in her hair. She melted into him as shealways had done, like it was instinct; her back against his chest and their legs tangled together.

	AcontenthumleftHermione."Iloveyou."

	And because she thought she was dreaming, and inconvenience is inevitable, he sighedand whispered those words back to her, unable to decide if it was a blessing or a curse that she probably wouldn't remember his reluctant confession come morning.

	 

	
ChapterEndNotes
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	Tap, tap,tap.

	Draco tried to cling to sleep and nestled his face a little deeper into the pillow ofvelvet-soft curls under his cheek. He was warm and comfortable, trying to return to a dream he didn't

	remember, and he tightened his grip onGranger. Tap, tap, tap.

	"Sodoff,"hegrumbledtiredly.

	But then he remembered that they weren't back in Hogwarts in Granger's dorm, despite the familiarity of having her in his arms again. All the mayhem of yesterday came back to him like a bolt of lightening, jolting him awake and sending a pounding headache to the backof his brain. He propped himself up and immediately checked Granger, watching her for a moment as her chest expanded with deep, sleepy breaths. She looked as she would on any other morning; peaceful and well, save the yellow remains of a few bruises, and her still pallid complexion.

	Tap, tap,tap.

	He shot a frustrated look at the door and decided to ignore it. It couldn't have been beforesix in the morning judging by the dim, blue light in the room, which meant he'd barely managed two hours sleep. He was exhausted and furious that someone would dare to disturb him after he and Granger and barely been reunited, especially when it was probably bloody Weasley coming back for round two.

	"Draco," Tonks' hushed voice filtered through the door. "Draco, are you awake? I'mcomingin-

	"No, don't," he groused. "What the hell do youwant?" "Just open the bloody door."

	"No."

	 

	
"Doit,orI'mcomingin."

	His lip curled with irritation as he carefully untangled his legs from Granger's and left thebed with some colourful profanities on the tip of his tongue. He grabbed his wand and crossed the room, pulling the door open just a crack and narrowing a glare at his cousin through the smallgap.

	"You'dbetterhaveagoodreasonfor-

	"How's she doing?" asked Tonks. "Is sheawake?""No."

	"Thenyoushouldcomeandgetsomebreakfast."

	"Whatareyouonabout?"hefrowned."It'swhat,sixinthemorning?"

	"Half six actually," she corrected. "The others will be waking soon, and I thought it wouldbe best for you to get some food now. Harry and Ron will want to see her, and I won't be able to delay them for long if you want to have some privacy with her."

	Draco scrutinised her warily and considered her suggestion, a little thrown by her offerto help. "I'm not hungry."

	"When was the last time youate?" "That's irrelevant-

	"You need to have some food," she pressed. "Wouldn't you rather get it now wheneveryone is still in bed? Come on, and then you can stay in here with her, and I will do what I can to make sure you can have some more time alone."

	"For Salazar's sake," he growled, glancing at Granger over his shoulder before he leftthe room. "Fine, let's go then."

	"Notreallyamorningperson,areyou?"

	"Not when my girlfriend's unconscious and I have bloody cousin who won't piss off, no,"he said stiffly, noticing her amused grin as they headed downstairs. "What?"

	"You called Hermione yourgirlfriend." "What are you, fucking twelve?"

	"Itwassimplyanobservation-

	"A pointless one," he grumbled. "Do you honestly think I would be here if I justconsidered her a casual acquaintance? Bloody moron."

	"Andlosethemoodoryou'renothavinganybaconwithyourfullEnglish."

	 

	
Draco rolled his eyes as they entered the kitchen and dining area; the room that had beenso hectic and frenzied just yesterday now completely clean and organised. No overturned furniture, no scattered ornaments, and no blood stains. He swore he could still smell it though, the panic and the gore, and his eyes studied that table Granger had been on as his stomach twitched with discomfort.

	"Dowehavetoeatinhere?"

	"Where else would we eat?" asked Tonks, shrugging hershoulders. "The sitting room?"

	"Dobby's body is in the sitting room," she told him. "This room has beenScourgified multiple times. I assure you it's clean."

	Draco hesitantly sat himself at the table as Tonks began to recite a few incantations for the breakfast to make itself, and he jerked in his seat when he felt something brush up againsthis calf. Looking down, he met with a pair of wide, orange eyes, and then there was a tatty massof ginger fur hopping onto his lap.

	"I'dwonderedwherehe'dgottento,"saidTonks."That'sHermione'scat,Cr-

	"Crookshanks," he finished for her, lifting an eyebrow when Granger's pet nuzzled hisnose against his hand. "Yes, I know. Merlin forbid she pick an attractive cat."

	"Clever thing, though," she remarked, pausing to give him a knowing look. "Good judgeofcharacter."

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	Hermione bolted upright in bed with a gasp that might have been a scream if her throathadn't felt like sandpaper.

	Her head was fuzzy and her muscles tired, but her defensive instincts were immediate as she fumbled around for her wand or her bag, alarmed when she could find neither. Her wildeyes scanned the room, and while she thought she might recognise it, she couldn't figure out why and she was wary to relax, knowing how easily someone could have altered the space with a few shrewd spells.

	She tried to think back, remembering the Manor and that first blast of the Cruciatus Cursein Bellatrix's screeching voice, but that was all she could recall. It was all very misty and fractured after that…just a lot of screaming. So then where was she?

	 

	
She placed her hand flat against the mattress, finding it warm. Merlin knew how, but shejust knew someone had laid beside her in the bed, and it made her unbearably nervous.

	"Harry?"shecalled,hervoicelowandrough,unrecognisable."Ron?"

	Shehadn'treallyexpectedaresponse,butshe'dhopedforone.Thepainregisteredthenand

	she thought she might vomit; the aftershocks of Bellatrix's merciless torture making herbody throb in time with her heartbeats. Everywhere was tender and sore, but her arm in particular stung like a fresh burn, and she eyed the red and damp bandage with uncertainty. For asecond, she considered removing the dressing, but decided that it was probably wise to resist until she knew where she was and exactly who had applied it.

	She ran her hand up and down the mattress and tested the remains of body heat against her fingertips. Whoever had shared this bed with her hadn't long left. She scanned the roomagain, searching for anything suspicious or any indication of another person, but thecontents were minimal; the bed, a dresser, and a wardrobe.

	She debated with herself for a minute whether leaving the room was the best idea but, as always, curiosity gave her a firm shove towards a decision, even if it was the wrong one.

	Sheddingthecovers,shewincedassheshiftedherbodytotheedgeofthebedandplanted

	her feet on the floor, but the moment she rested her weight on them she went tumblingdown. She groaned as the impact sent a sharp wave of pain around her already aching body, and she tried to stand, but it was futile.

	Her legs were unstable and weak, almost numb, and she instantly hated the predicament she was in. She didn't do fragile or helpless, and the idea of being unable to get to her feet frustrated her, especially when she already felt vulnerable in this disconcerting situation.She thoughtaboutcrawlingtothedoorbutknewitwasn'tasafeidea,sosheputallherstrength in her arms and tried to pull herself back up on the bed.

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	"No, finish your food, Draco," said Tonks. "And stop shovelling it down like that oryou'llchoke."

	He glowered at his cousin. "I'm sorry, I must've missed the announcement about youbeing my minder."

	"Sarcasmisthelowestformofwit,youknow."

	"Whoever said that was just pissed off that he couldn't do it properly," he replied,pushing away his plate and leaving his chair. "Right, I'm done."

	 

	
"Maybe you should take Crookshanks up with you," she suggested before he couldleave. "Hermione must've missed him, and he's been pining for her-

	"Not yet. I don't want there to be any distractions when she wakes up if she's going tohave trouble as it is, and that cat's a bloody attention-seeking thing-

	"Have trouble?" repeated Tonks with a frown. "What do youmean?" He slanted his eyes away from her. "It doesn't matter-

	"No,waitamoment.Whatareyouanxiousabout?Areherinjuriesnothealing-

	"Look,I'mnotthick,"hecutin."IknowwhattheCruciatusCursecandotopeople'sminds."

	Tonks' lips pursed with understanding. "You're worried she won't remember you," she mumbled, watching Draco as he flexed his fists with anxiety. "You needn't be concernedwith that. The victim will usually have been subjected to days of the Curse before it has any effect on their memory or-

	"You're underestimating Bellatrix'spower- "I'm not, Draco-

	"Yes, you are!" he shouted. "I don't know what it is with you sodding people, but not everything will turn out all fucking brilliant with a side order of rainbows andstardust!"

	"Iwasjusttryingto-

	"Sometimes, things are just shit, and that is the end of it! Your ability to be optimisticabout everything would almost be impressive if it wasn't laughable!"

	Tonks frowned. "You're mocking me for havinghope?" "No, I pity you for relying on it."

	"You pity me for hoping that my father didn't die in vain, and that my son will grow up in free world?" she said with a terse tone. "I don't rely on hope, Draco, it just helps to getme through the day sometimes, and it will help us win this war."

	"Well,that'syourdeludedopinion-

	"And I don't believe you would be here if you didn't have the smallest dose of hopethat Hermione will remember you, and that you might have a life after this, with her-

	"Enough," he breathed through his gritted teeth. "You keep your word and make surePotter and Weasley stay out of my way."

	He left the kitchen without waiting for a response, walking with an agitated gait and swallowing hard to shift the uncomfortable heat under his collar. Tonks' words about alife after the war had left him anxious as he'd purposely avoided considering his future if

	 

	
Voldemort was defeated. The issue of his parents and their inevitable disapproval ofGranger meant he would need to make more choices that would ultimately alter his life dramatically,if they all made it out alive.

	It hardly seemed worth mapping out his future when there were so many cracks inthepresent.

	At the moment, all Draco could think to do was to return to Granger's side and savour her company when she woke up. If she remembered him, and that if was his sole priority right now. The others could wait at the back of his skull. He climbed the stairs and went backthe bedroom, expecting to find Hermione where he'd left her, and having every intention of joining her under the covers until she roused.

	He pushed open the door, took a few strides into the room, and the first thing he saw wasa flash of those familiar auburn curls whipping to the side, and then he was staring at those wide, brown eyes that he'd missed, and they stared straight back at him. He froze where he stood with his breath trapped in his throat, no more than four feet away from her, and they simply looked at each other in silence for the longest minute of his life.

	She was half-on-half-off the bed, awkwardly resting her weight on her arms and upperbody, craning her head over her shoulder to see him. Her lips were parted with surprise and her features were completely still in a stunned expression, and he searched every inch of her for any hint of recognition, but all she did was hold his gaze like she was challenging him to

	disappear.

	Butthensheblinked,andthesmallgestureseemedtomaketheclockstickagain.

	He wasn't sure if the strength in her arms gave or is she'd tried to hurl herself towards him,but she swivelled her body around, and a protective instinct pulled him towards her to break her fall. She knocked his balance and they sank to the floor, her movements clumsy with desperation as she practically clawed at him, clambering up his chest until her arms were latched around his neck and her body was tight against his. She clutched him like it hadbeen years and not months; her fingernails digging into his shoulder-blades almost painfully, not that he cared.

	Hesnakedanarmaroundherwaistandhisotherhandgrabbedherhair,movingittoher

	other shoulder so he could rest his mouth just below her ear and feel her heartbeat againsthis lips. Not a kiss, just contact; skin touching skin.

	She was holding him so tight she trembled, embracing him with everything she had, and her breath was in his hair, leaving her in shallow, little gasps. And they just sat there on thefloor in a tangled bundle of limbs; locked around each other, simply inhaling and exhaling.

	"Yourememberme."

	He hadn't meant to say it aloud, and if he hadn't been so close to her ear, she'd havenever heard it.

	"Impossibletoforget,"shemumbledback."Youare…carvedintome."

	 

	
He clenched his eyes shut. Her voice sounded so different; scratchy and coarse, but it wasa relief to hear it nonetheless. She felt so warm and so real, like she might dissolve into him, and he completely lost himself. Never had he felt so broken down and exposed, but he was too absorbed by her to pay it any heed.

	How long had it even been? Two months? It felt so much longer, but then sleepless nightsdragonwithnoreflectionoftime.AndtheirpartingbackatHogwartshadbeensorushed and destructive, and then yesterday when he had just powerlessly watched her bleed…fuck,it had all been so intense, but now everything was calm and…it was easier to breathe again.

	Hermione couldn't suppress the need to simply touch him, scraping her fingernails acrossthe grooves of his back, the nape of his neck, and grazing his hairline. His scent was how it had always been; musky and wonderful, and she buried her face into the sway of his shoulderuntil it was all she could smell. Her heart was hammering in her chest so fast and heavy with excitement, shock, awe, and her chest was swelling just to keep the emotions contained.

	Feathering a few chaste kisses against his skin, she closed her eyes and felt someinevitable tears slip down her cheeks.

	Draco pushed her back so their noses were inches apart, and she was momentarily stuck breathless by how close he was. She could see him properly now, all of him; the tell-tale lines and shadows of insomnia cresting his eyes, and the permanent frown on his lips. He brokethe eye contact to track the slow path of one of her tears, and she felt him loosen his grip as his

	brow wrinkled withworry. "Did I hurt you?"

	"No, no, no, of course not," she assured him quickly. "I'm just…I'm just happy to seeyou. Wasn't sure I would again, to be honest." She'd choked a little with that last part, but she covered it well and brushed her thumb along the ridge of his cheekbone. "I missed you."

	He wondered how she could do that; wear her heart, and mind, and soul on her sleeve with such ease. There were hundreds of things he wanted to say, but he knew he wouldn't, andnot because he thought confessing them would make him weak in her eyes, but because actions had more gravity where he was concerned.

	Soheleanedinandkissedher.

	Not hard and not particularly soft, just firm enough that she could feel something from him that was sincere and strong enough to communicate how it felt to have her here. Therewere no fiery undertones to the gesture, no intentions borrowed by lust. It was just a simple, purekiss.

	His hand cupped her face so his fingers were entwined with her curls, and her sigh tingledhis chin before he pressed his lips to hers. He pulled away and then kissed her again, and then again, and again, pushing more pressure each time. He pinched at her mouth with small tugs and nips, until their parted and damp lips were simply touching, and their elevated breaths

	wereclashingbetweenthem.

	 

	
Hermione dropped her forehead against his and made a small sound of contentment, andthey just stayed like that for a few minutes with Draco rubbing the pad of his thumb in absentcircles against her cheek. But it all ended too soon.

	Hermione reared back with an alarmed expression. "The boys," she said. "The boys,Harry and Ron, are they-

	"They're fine," he told her, resisting the temptation to make a snide comment or roll hiseyes. "Everyone is fine, they're all here-

	"Everyone?Therewereothers?"

	"Lovegood, Thomas, and Ollivander," he listed. "They're all okay. Fuck, I think Lovegoodis already skipping around an imaginary maypole after sniffing too much Valerian-

	"Draco-

	"You had the worst injuries, Granger," he said, his tone sombre. "Trust me, everyone elseisfine."

	"Good,that'sgood,"shemumbledabsently."Butthenhow-

	"Granger, if you're going to start hounding me with questions like the SwedishWizards' Inquisition of 1512, then we should get off the floor."

	"TheSwedishWizards'Inquisitionwasin1496."

	He couldn't help but smirk at her correction; so typical of her, regardless of the circumstances, and the familiarity of her bookish character was instantly appeasing."You're wrong, but we can discuss it on the bed if you really-

	"Wait. I need…I can't," she stuttered clumsily, and Draco thought she looked embarrassed."I can't feel my legs properly. The curses must've affected my nerves…perhaps Neurapraxia or something. Can you…can you help me up?"

	He knew her well enough to recognise she begrudged having to ask for help, so he noddedhis head and refrained from making a comment about it, and made a mental note tomentionit to Tonks later. He altered his footing and picked her up, one hand under her knees and the other supporting her back as he carefully placed her on the bed, seating himself behind her and drawing her to his chest.

	Again, so familiar. Almost nostalgic. All that was missing was one of her silly Muggle books and her pesky cat purring at their feet, and it would be just like it had been before. Shemelted into him like it was the most natural thing in their world, and his arms folded around her just like they always had done, relaxing across her abdomen while his chin settled against her

	shoulder.

	"This feels like home," she whispered delicately, like the comment was for her benefitalone. "Draco, where are we?"

	 

	
"Tonks'house."

	"I thought I recognised it a little. This room's quite similar to the one I stayed in when Iwas here." She paused. "But how come you're here?"

	"TonksbroughtBlaiseandIfromAndromeda'shouse."

	"You've been staying with Andromeda? That's where the Portkey took you?" she asked."That was…actually a very wise decision on McGonagall's part-

	"Yousaywise,Isayfuckingmental."

	"You don't get on well?" she asked, tilting her head to give him a doubtful look. "Youcalled her 'Aunt 'Dromeda' easily enough."

	Draco hesitated and licked his teeth. "It's better than it was, Iguess." "You said Tonks brought you and Blaise? As in Blaise Zabini?"

	"Yes, there was a few of us staying at Andromeda's," he said. "Blaise, Theo, Bulstrode, Davis, Bletchley, and myself. Andromeda's basically running a secret safehouse for Slytherins who don't want to follow You-Know-Who, and have pissed off their parentsin doing so."

	"Wow," breathed Hermione, after a slight pause. "You know, I'd actually wondered what had happened to some of the people in your House. Andromeda must be very brave. I heardabout Ted, and to deal with that while caring for a group of people she hardly knows…I can'timagine."

	"She'sfine."

	"SowhydidTonksonlybringyouandBlaisehere?"

	"Well, at the risk of sounding like one of those gossiping Prat-iltwins-"Patil."

	"That's not what we called them in the Slytherin common room," he muttered."Anyway, Blaise came because he and Lovegood are an item of sorts."

	Hermioneblinked."Luna?LunaandBlaise?"

	"Apparently her father assisted Aunt 'Dromeda with the safehouse, and Lovegood visited quite often," he told her flippantly. "Often enough that she and Blaise started theirlittle…thing."

	"That's why she kept disappearing at Hogwarts," she mumbled to herself."That's…certainly an interesting development."

	"Ithink'fuckingbizarre'isamoreappropriatedescription."

	 

	
"Who are we to judge?" she replied quickly. "Our relationship would hardly beconsidered conventional by most of the people we know."

	He arched an eyebrow with reluctant agreement and kissed her throat. "Any morequestions?" "Hundreds," she sighed. "I would like to ask a bit more about Blaise and Luna, and some

	otherthings,butIthinkI'mdoneforamoment."

	Dracoclenchedhiseyesshut."Ihavesomequestions."

	He felt her stiffen in his arms, and he knew she was preparing herself for it, for theinevitable discussion about his family and their involvement with her ordeal at his old home. It hung in the air between them; heavy and foreboding, and he regretted having to broach the topic, but he needed to know.

	"Okay,"shesaidwarily."Whatdoyouwanttoknow?"

	Heheldheralittletighterandwonderedwheretostart."Whathappenedtoyou,Granger?"

	"The Snatchers found us and took us to the Manor," she began, her tone rather distant."They wanted to summon You-Know-Who, but we had the Sword of Gryffindor, and your aunt

	Bellatrix-

	"Don'tcallhermyaunt,"heinterruptedsuddenly,hisvoicelowandabrasive."Goon."

	"Um, well, Harry and Ron were taken away," Hermione continued, swallowing hard. "And Bellatrixstartedtoquestionmeabouthowwegotthesword,andshetorturedme."Shefelt

	the muscles in his arms strengthen around her. "I…I remember her using the CruciatusCurse on me, but I can't remember much after that. It's all a little fuzzy."

	Dracosuckedinadeepbreath."Weremyparentsthere?"

	"Your parents," she echoed quietly. "Uh…yes, they were there. Your fatherlooked…quite fragile actually, like he'd been tortured."

	"Andmymother?"

	"Your mother," she murmured, clutching at a flimsy memory. And then hit her, andshe gasped. "Oh my God, your mother."

	"What?Didshehurtyou?"

	"No,no.Merlin,Iremembernow.Sheknows."

	"Sheknowswhat?"hepushed,tryingtokeephispatience."Whatthehellareyou-

	"She knows about us," she told him. "Sh-she used Legilimency on me, and she saw us.She saw us together. I could feel her searching for you in my head, and I know she found my memories of you."

	 

	
Draco'seyeswentwider."Whatdidshedo?"

	"She…," Hermione trailed off, pausing for a moment. "She wanted to know where youwere and she…offered to help me."

	"What?" he asked, completely baffled by the concept. "Are yousure?" "Yes, positive. That's a good thing, isn't it? "

	Hisbrowcreasedwiththought."I'mnotsure,"headmitted."Ithinkso."

	They both went quiet, and Draco contemplated Hermione's significant and surprisingaccount of his mother's actions at the Manor. In hindsight, he realised he had mentally prepared

	himself for the worst case scenario, practically expecting a damning version of the story, in which his parents had contributed to Granger's nightmare ordeal. He imagined he shouldfeel relieved, perhaps grateful, but all that registered was bewilderment and uncertainty.

	"You know," said Hermione, after the silence between them had lingered too long. "My mother used to say that the parents who really love their children are the mostdangerous people in the world because they will kill, die, and everything in between for them. Your mother loves you, Draco. I think she was just willing to do anything to find you."

	"Hm,"hefrowned,uncertainwhathecouldsay."DidyoutellherwhereIwas?"

	"No, I couldn't. I was too injured, I think. And then something happened, and I rememberthe Chandelier…but that's all I remember. How did we manage to escape?"

	"Idon'tknow."

	"Andyou'recertaineveryonegotoutokay?"

	"Yes, everyone's fine," he nodded. "Just a few bumps and scrapes. As I said, you weretheworst."

	"I remember how I got this now," she murmured, and Draco glanced down to see herfiddling with the bandage wrapped around her arm.

	"Don'tlookatthat,Granger."

	Of course, she didn't listen to him, and he cringed as she slowly peeled away the sticky,stained dressing and stared at the horrid scar scrawled into her skin. She took in ashuddering breath. "Ugly, isn't it?"

	Draco wasn't sure if she meant the mark itself or the word, 'Mudblood,' but he movedhis hand and placed it over the wound, careful not to touch it lest it still be tender and sore.

	"Itdoesn'tmeananything,"hewhisperedagainstherear.

	She didn't respond but reached with her free hand to tug at his other arm, pulling it forwardsohisDarkMarkwasbared.Shemimickedhisactions,veilingitwithherpalmandtickling

	 

	
her fingers against his wrist with soothingstrokes. "And yours doesn't mean anything either."

	They stayed still for a while, almost engraved in time, with only the rhythmic and synchronised rises and falls of their chests to indicate any life. Hermione was the firstto break it, sighing and then twisting her neck so she could kiss the corner of his mouth.

	"IshouldprobablylettheothersknowI'malright,"shesaidsoftly."Willyouhelpme-

	"Granger, wait," he cut in, his face scrunching up as he struggled to find the words hewanted tosay."It'sbeenmonths.Just…justallowsomeundisturbedhoursbeforethesodding Calvary insist on suffocating you."

	She made a faint sound of amusement. "Okay," she agreed. "But you do know you canhave as many hours as you want, Draco? Days, months…as long as you want."

	He rested his lips against her neck again, and smothered the itch in his throat to say'years.' Partially because the response would be too sickly on his tongue, and partly because he wasn't sure they had years.

	He thought about his words to Tonks earlier and realised he didn't pity her for havinghope. He envied her for it.
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	Draco guessed it had been about four hours since Granger had woken up, and theyhad passed the time with little spells of conversation, broken up with long stretches of

	comfortable silences. He'd told her about his stay at Andromeda's, about the news ofTed's death, which had made her frown, and then about Teddy being born, which had made her smile. In turn, she had told him many things; from Potter's reaction to the news of their unconventional relationship, to the progress with the Horcruxes, and she had done so with such trust and ease, like any lingering doubts about his loyalties were completely gone.

	Likehewasoneofthem.

	He'd noticed that she'd refrained from mentioning Weasley, which suited him just fine forthe time being. Bringing up her ex-lover would only irritate him, and he was reluctant to break

	the relaxed and content mood when he'd only just had her back, and that was also why he'd resisted confronting her about the stunt she'd pulled back at Hogwarts. It might have feltlike they'd been separated for a lifetime, but the cruel way she'd Petrified him and slapped a Portkey against his hand felt like yesterday, and all the resentment and questions that came with it were raw and unanswered.

	But it could wait if it ensured this temporary moment of peace would beprolonged."Draco."

	"Hm."

	"You'renot…Um,I'mnotquitesurehowtoputthis.WhatImeanis…you'renot-

	"Spit it out, Granger," he sighed. "Don't you think we're a little past being reserved witheachother?"

	"You're not uncomfortable with our relationship any more," said Hermione, her toneanxious. "You're not…fighting it."

	"Seemed like a pointless exercise," heshrugged. "But why have you stopped? What changed?"

	 

	
He paused and released a long breath. "Nothing changed, and that was the problem," he said, deciding she deserved honesty despite the protests of his pride. "The distance didn't alter anything, Granger; you were still under my skin. To resist you now would be senselessand…self-destructive."

	She hummed behind her lips, and he thought she might be smiling. "I missed youtoo,Draco."

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	Hermione fell asleep a little while after that, wrapped up in his arms and body heat, and breathing softly against his chest. Judging by the mood of the sky, Draco guessed it wasmid- afternoon, and the hours rolled by quite quickly considering he didn't move. He'd tried to fall asleep with her, but his mind was too busy with the usual thoughts; his parents, the war, her, and his place amongst it all. The only conclusion he could reach was that he was in love with Granger,tothepointthatitblottedouttheotherfactorsandmadethemblurryandirrelevant.

	Yes,helovedher,andrealisedhehaddoneforlongerthanhecaredtoadmit.

	To feel so vulnerable and empowered at the same time, and when the mind issomewhere between serenity and insanity, it means love's to blame.

	There was little point in deluding himself any further and denying it to himself. After all,he'd told her himself; muttered it to her last night as she'd slept, and the fact that she was unconscious at the time did little to dent the confession. He knew that words always seemedso brittle and gauche when he struggled to express himself, and he hoped his actions would

	be sufficient, and that was best thing about Granger; he knew she would never ask him tosayit.

	She must've been sleeping for around four hours when there was a knock at the door, and a growl rumbled in Draco's throat. He ignored it, knowing it was probably Potter or Weasley who had inevitably come to shatter their peace, and he would delay them as long aspossible.

	"Draco,"Tonks'hushedvoicecamefromtheotherside."Draco,it'sme.Cometothedoor."

	"Fuck's sake," he hissed, shifting his body with care to ensure Granger would liecomfortably on the bed as he left her side. He opened the door a crack and fixed his cousin with a furious glare. "Is there no sodding break from you, woman?"

	"Youknow,it'spolitetoanswerthedoor-

	 

	
"Do I strike you as a polite person?" he retorted. "Anyway, I thought you might be PotterorWeasley."

	"Well, I think Luna may have slipped Ron and Harry a little too much SleepingDraught," said Tonks. "They're both still out cold."

	"Aslongasthey'renotinmyface,Idon'treallycare."

	"How's Hermione doing?" she asked, ignoring his comment. "Did she wake upyet?" "She woke up, and now she's asleep again."

	"Well, I didn't hear any screaming, and you're still in one piece," she remarked with asmall grin. "I assume she remembered you then?"

	"Hermemoryseemsfine."

	"See, I was right. I told you she'd have no trouble with her memory- "Congratulations," said Draco derisively. "I'll get to work on that medal foryou." "Oh, shut up. So, she's healing well? She's feeling okay?"

	He lowered his eyes and frowned at the floor. "She's having difficulty with her legs. Shesaid she couldn't feel them properly. She did use a word, but I can't really remember it. Neura… Neura-pracks, or something."

	"Neurapraxia?"

	"Ithinkthat'swhatshesaid."

	"That's the Muggle term for it," she explained. "You probably know it better asLimb-block. It's quite a common side effect of the Cruciatus Curse."

	"Yes,thatsoundsfamiliar,"henodded."Soit'snoconcern?"

	"I have a potion for it, and she'll be able to walk just fine in a week or two, probably thelatter considering her injuries, but she'll need help getting around until then-

	"Wouldn'titbebetterforhertojuststayinbed?"

	"No, it's better to be active; helps the potion to circulate," she said. "Hermione wouldn'twant to be confined to the bed anyway, it would drive her mental."

	Dracomadeasmallsoundofagreement."Where'sthepotionthen?"

	"It's in your room, in the cupboard. I'll need to check her and make sure she hasLimb-block, and not something more serious-

	"Moreserious?"herepeated."Whatareyouonabout?"

	 

	
"I'll need to ensure it's not a more severe condition, like paralysis," she told him. "I'm sureit won't be, but I need to check before I give her anything. Why don't you go and get some

	food? There's someone downstairs who wants to see youanyway- "No, I want to-

	"Draco?" called Hermione's voice from the bedroom. "Why are you outside? And did IhearTonks?"

	Huffing with aggravation and shooting a pointed look at his cousin, he grabbed the doorknob and went back inside with Tonks practically shoving her way past him to get to Hermione.He pausedhisstepshalf-wayintotheroom,awkwardlywatchingthetwowitcheshugand feeling a little out of place. This was a moment he'd been dreading; the moment when people would begin to filter back into her life, and it made him anxious.

	Thesepeoplewereregularsinherworld,andhewasontheoutskirtsoftheirlittleclan, mainly by choice, but partially because he hadn't shared in their experiences, and trust was an obvious issue. He and Granger had never been around people since the beginning of their relationship, always lost in their own little web of secrets back in Hogwarts, and hewonderedif she might be influenced by their return into her life.

	Would she be swayed by their opinions of him? Would their negative perceptionsand comments put strain on them? Would she realise that she was too…pure for him?

	As if she could read his thoughts, she met his eyes over Tonks' shoulder to offer him anadoring smile, to which he responded with a stiff nod, and thought perhaps he owed her more credit than that. She hardly had a fickle character, did she? She was headstrong, stubborn,and evidently as much on his side as she could be. The doubts continued to niggle at him though.

	"How are you feeling, Hermione?" askedTonks. "I'm fine."

	"Honestly?"

	"Honestly," she sighed. "I'm a bit sore, but it's bearable and I know it willpass- "Granger, tell her," Draco cut in. "You can't walk."

	She frowned, like she begrudged admitting it was a problem. "Yes…my legs are rathernumb.I think I might have a bit of nerve damage or something."

	"Limb-block, you think, yes? I'll need to check you over," she murmured, before sheturned her head to address him. "Draco, why don't you go and get something eat-

	"I'm fine here," he snapped, his tone harsher than he'd intended. "I don't see why Ishouldleave-

	"I need to concentrate, and it will be easier without you here," she reasoned. "Anyway, Itold you there's someone downstairs-

	 

	
"Idon'tgiveafuck-

	"Draco, it's okay," Hermione breathed softly, and her tone was instantly soothing."I'm hungry, so I'll come down in a bit to get some food anyway. We won't be long."

	Her mouth was a bit bent and puckered in a half-frown, her eyes reassuring, almostpleading for him to listen, and it was for that reason alone that he relented. His lips twitched with frustration, and he fired a sharp scowl at Tonks before he turned and left the room.

	In truth, he didn't mind his cousin so much. She might irritate him at times, but he had a feeling that she was one of the few who wouldn't be vocally critical about his presence in Granger's life, and he reluctantly acknowledged that a few allies might benefit him in the circumstances. Merlin knew why, but she appeared to have warmed to him, and heintended to take advantage of that.

	It was the way Tonks had insisted he leave the room that had irked him. He'd barely had a day reunited with Granger, and already he was being shoved to the side. Potter, Weasley, Lovegood, and every other insufferable idiot would want time with her, and he didn't relish theideaofhavingtocompeteformomentsofhercompany.Clenchinghisjawanddeciding

	that he could consider it more later on, he headed for the kitchen and rolled his eyes whenhe caught sight of the familiar face at the table, sat at Blaise's side.

	"Forfuck'ssake-

	"There he is," Theo grinned. "How are you feeling, sunshine? You look likeshit- "What the hell are you doing here?"

	"Tonks came back to Andromeda's to get the baby, and she brought me back with her," he explained. "You know, you and Blaise are something else. I was barely gone ten minutesto do some washing, and apparently everything kicked off-

	"Itwashardlyamusing,Theo,"mumbledBlaise,histoneweary.

	"Maybe not, but it was the most entertainment we've had in that bloody house for a while,"he replied. "I'm scared to take a piss in case I miss something interesting-

	"Merlin, you're such atosser- "So, I've been told."

	Blaise shook his head and regarded Draco carefully. "Grangeralright?" "Do you really give a shit?"

	"Youobviouslydo,"hecountered."Isawhowinjuredshewas,andIwassimplyasking."

	Dracoclenchedhisjawandtookaseatatthetable,warilyscrutinisinghistwocompanions

	beforehespoke."Shecan'twalkproperly,"hesaidslowly,keepinghisexpressionsteadyand

	 

	
stoic. "She reckons she might have Limb-block, so it might just be temporary, but Tonksis checking her now."

	Blaiserubbedhischin."Itcouldhavebeenworse,mate-

	"It could've been fucking avoided," he barked fiercely. "I want to know why the hellWeasley was saying it was his fault."

	"Ah, yes, the Weasel," Theo remarked. "The plot thickens. I've already booked myfront-row seat for that inevitable confrontation."

	"Good,youcanholdhimdownforme."

	"Sounds like fun," quipped Theo, and Draco couldn't help a brief smirk. "A littleweasel- beating sounds therapeutic."

	"Didn't Granger and Weasley have little thing going on?" askedBlaise. "Did," Draco emphasised. "It's of no consequence any more."

	"Perhaps not to you and Granger, but judging by Weasley's behaviour yesterday whenhe pulled you away from her, he might still believe-

	"He can believe whatever he likes," he growled. "I know where I stand, and I will bemore than happy to make it clear to Weasley where he stands."

	Their heads shot up when the door opened, and Draco couldn't suppress the urge to roll his eyes as Luna ambled into the room with that usual oblivious expression of hers, hindered slightly by a healing gash on her lip and few bruises smeared across her face. She took the seat by Blaise and innocently pecked his cheek, seemingly ignorant to Draco and Theountil she leaned back in her chair and gave them blank looks.

	"Where'veyoubeen?"askedBlaise.

	"IwenttoseeifHarryandRonwereawake,butthey'rebothstillasleep."

	"Bloody hell, Lovegood," said Theo. "You must've given them enough Sleeping Draughtto knock out a few Mountain Trolls."

	"I may have misjudged the measurements slightly," she shrugged, shifting her eyes toDraco. "How is Hermione?"

	"Awake,"hereplied."Shesaidshe'dcomedownforsomefoodinabit."

	"So, Granger's going to eat with us?" asked Theo, cocking an intrigued eyebrow."That's going to be interesting."

	AsnarlthunderedbehindDraco'steeth."Ifyousayonethingoutofline,Nott,I'llfucking-

	 

	
"Easy, blondie," he interrupted with a corrupt smile. "I won't be a prick to your girlfriend.I'm just wondering how's she's going to react to being around us. Last time I remember seeing

	Granger,IwastakingthepissoutofherinPotions.Withyou,nowIthinkaboutit."

	"I don't think you're intimidating," said Luna. "I didn't feel uncomfortable when I firstmet you and the others at Andromeda's house."

	"To be fair, Lovegood, we could shove you in a room with every breed of Dragon, a herd of Centaurs, and twenty pissed off Veelas, and you'd probably still try to befriend them allwith cupcakes and pumpkin juice-

	"Watchit,Theo,"Blaisesnapped,notthatLunaseemedatallaffectedbytheremark.

	"Look, I'm just saying it's going to be weird," he mumbled. "And it'll be bloody worse when Potter and Weasley wake up. I can still be a bastard to the Death-trap Duo, right?Millicent's not shagging Potter on the sly or anything?"

	"For Merlin's sake," Blaise groused. "Was thatnecessary?" "I gave you a disturbing mental image, didn't I?"

	"I don't give a fuck what you say to Potter and Weasley," Draco said, offering Theoa knowing smirk. "Knock yourself out. Just don't-

	"BeadicktoGranger,"hefinished."Yes,yes.Gotthat."

	"You know, you could just try to be pleasant towards Harry and Ron," Luna suggestedsoftly, and three sets of cynical eyes landed on her. "Or at least not provoke them."

	"I'm sorry," Theo scoffed haughtily. "I have no idea what you just said. There werewords, but they made no sense."

	"I hate to agree with Theo, but you are being too hopeful with this, Luna," murmuredBlaise. "There is way too much history there, and an altercation is unavoidable."

	"And it's not like Potter and Weasley are going to be pleasant to us," Draco frowned. "Hell,I bet Weasley's already been scribbling down insults in case he forgets them."

	"I just think it would be nice for everyone to get along," she breathed with a delicatevoice, fixing Draco with a significant look. "I think Hermione would like everyone to get alongtoo."

	Theo snorted. "And I'd like a naughty weekend with the Patil twins, but that isn't goingto happen either."

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	
.

	Hermione gagged on the sickly and lumpy potion as it crawled down her throat and landedin her stomach like a lump of wet cement.

	"That's awful," she choked, handing the empty vial back to Tonks. "It tastes likemouldyporridge."

	"Thatmeansit'stherightone,"Tonksshrugged,laughinglightlyatHermione'sgrimace.

	"We'll give it a minute to take effect, and we'll see if you can rest some weight on yourlegs,okay?"

	"Okay,"sheagreed."SoIneedtodrinkthiseveryday?"

	"Until your legs are working fine again, yes. Each dose should bring a little morefeeling back. In a couple of weeks, you should be fine."

	"Acoupleofweeks?Istherenowaytospeeditup,or-

	"Hermione, I know you want to be active, but you need some rest," said Tonks slowly."It might only be a week if you're lucky, but your body went through hell-

	"ButIfeelbetteralready-

	"Just because Wizard healing methods are faster than Muggle methods, does not meanyou're completely well. Just take some time to recuperate."

	Slumping her shoulders in defeat, Hermione sighed and reluctantly bobbed her head."Fine, but do you know where my bag is? I could at least do some more research."

	"Your bag and the clothes you were wearing are in the bottom drawer," she explained, gesturingtothedresserinthecorneroftheroom."Actually,I'llwashthoseclothesforyou."

	"Let me have look at them first. I'm sure I had some things in my pockets that I need tosortthrough."

	"Alright."

	"So," breathed Hermione, her lips swaying into a delighted smile. "Congratulations. What'sit like being a mum?"

	"Wonderful," Tonks replied without hesitation. "I mean, I haven't slept since he was born,butI don't care. He's perfect. We named him after dad; Teddy."

	"Whereishenow?CanIseehim?"

	"Remus has him. I think they're both having a nap, but you can see him when he wakes up. I wantHarrytoseehimtoo.WedecidedthatHarryshouldbehisGodfather.He'ssleeping,soI

	 

	
haven'thadachancetotellhimyet."

	"Oh,IbetHarrywillbesotouched.Andthere'snoissuewiththeWerewolfblood?"

	"No, he's inherited my Metamorphmagi ability. His hair started changing colour aboutan hour after he was born. Remus was so relieved."

	"I'm so happy for you," Hermione said sincerely, beaming at her friend. "When Dracotold me I was…it was just so nice to hear some good news."

	Tonksrubbedherlipstogetherwithcontemplation."Whydidn'tyoutellmeaboutDraco?"

	The abruptness of the question struck Hermione speechless for a moment."Well…because you'd have called me insane and then tried to have me committed."

	"Hermione-

	"Alright, that may be a slight exaggeration, but you'd have certainly thought I'd gone alittlemad."

	Tonkschuckled."Ithinkmostofushavegonealittlemad.Butokay,Iseeyourpoint."

	"You know, I did think about it. When I visited you in Hogsmeade I almost told you then,but there were other factors I needed to consider."

	"Suchas?"

	"Well, I don't think I can tell you how Draco came to be at Hogwarts," saidHermione thoughtfully. "It might endanger somebody else."

	"That's fine," Tonks nodded. "Mum said he was vague about it anyway, so we figuredthere was another party involved who wants to remain unknown. The specifics aren't reallyimportant."

	"So…youdon'tthinkI'mmad?Imean,formyrelationshipwithDraco?"

	"Well, I didn't believe it to begin with, but my mum explained a few things about whathe'd been like living with her, and I witnessed a few things for myself."

	"Whatdoyoumean?"

	"Like yesterday, when he saw you injured," she elaborated. "And when I told him you wereat the Manor. His reactions were so telling, and I don't doubt for a minute that he loves you."

	Hermione bowed her head and smiled shyly to herself, enjoying the sensation of acomforting warmth swelling in her chest. "Thank you," she mumbled. "For understanding."

	"Don't get me wrong, I am still wary of him," said Tonks carefully. "But it takes some balls to do what he has done. He's gone against his family and You-Know-Who, and that is reason enough for me to give him a chance. It must be hard as hell to make that decision to defect;to

	 

	
leave behind everything you know and put your trust in people who were your enemy atonetime."

	"I'm hoping Harry and Ron will see it that way," she admitted. "Draco mentioned thatBlaise Zabini is here?"

	"And Theo Nott too, yes. They defected with some other Slytherins, and they were stayingwith my mum. We call them 'The Enlightened,' but only a few of the Order know aboutthem. The Lovegoods, Remus, myself, McGonagall, and that's it really. It was safer to keep them as secret as possible."

	"AndhowdidHarryandRonrespondtothembeinghere?"

	"Luna gave them some Sleeping Draught and they haven't woken up yet," she explained. "But when they do, they will have to learn to be civil to each other, and I've told Theoand Blaise that. I won't put up with any stupid fights in my house."

	"That's understandable," Hermione agreed, humming with thought. "You know, I findit quite…comforting in a way. That some of the Slytherins defected."

	"They'restillabitrougharoundtheedges,"Tonksgrinned."Theoinparticular,butthey're not bad people. Just a little misunderstood and born into the wrong environment. You cansee for yourself when you meet them."

	Hermione felt an odd twinge in her stomach; a stab of nerves and apprehension as she considered meeting Blaise and Theo. It had not been that long ago that she and the two aforementioned Slytherins would've passed each other in a Hogwarts corridor with asour glance and a mumbled slur, but things were different now, weren't they?

	"Okay,"shesaid,pushingtheblanketsoffher."Let'sseeifmylegsareworkinganybetter."

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	Draco drummed his fingertips against the table and shifted in his seat; half-agitated and half- anxious as his eyes returned to the door for the thirteenth time in twenty minutes. Huffingout an impatient breath that stirred his fringe, he decided he would give it another five minutes

	before he went to see what was taking Granger and Tonks so bloody long and carry herdown here if he had to.

	"Draco,"calledLuna.

	"What?"hesnappedirately,notthatsheseemedphased.

	 

	
"Wouldyoulikesometea?""No."

	"Are you sure?" she asked, rising from her seat. "Perhaps some herbal tea might makeyouless…"

	"Bitchy,"suppliedTheo."Isitthattimeofthemonth,mate?"

	Whatever retort Draco had intended to spit back withered on his tongue when the door opened,andGrangerlimpedintotheroom,herstepsunstableandherarmslungacross

	Tonks' shoulders for balance. She was evidently struggling, her breathing slightly labouredand her cheeks a little flushed with the effort, but predictably refusing to appear defeated. He shot up to stand just as Hermione spotted Lovegood, and she tore herself away from Tonksto practically pounce on the blonde witch with a frantically uncoordinated hug that almost knocked Lovegood off her feet.

	"Luna," Hermione exhaled. "Oh God, it's so good to see you." "Hello, Hermione," she replied breezily. "It's nice to see youtoo." "I heard you were at the Manor, are you okay?"

	"I'mverywell,thankyou,butI'mnotsureIcanholdyouupformuchlonger."

	Draco beat Tonks to Granger's side, grabbing her elbow and belting his arm around herwaist, pulling her into his frame until her weight was resting on him alone. He manoeuvred themback towards the table, tightening his grip on her when she stumbled and allowing her to lace her fingers with his despite being very aware that the others in the room were watching themintently.

	"You alright?" he asked, his tone low so nobody else wouldhear. "I'm fine," she answered stubbornly.

	He eased her down into a free chair and sat beside her, studying her closely with hoodedeyes and trying to determine her mindset as she cautiously glanced at Blaise and Theo. He could

	see she was uneasy, but she had that defiant pucker to her lips that told him she would deal withthesituation,buthegaveherkneeasecretandsubtlesqueezeunderthetableanyway.

	Hermione broke the accidental eye contact she'd made with Blaise, dropping her attentionto her lap and stretching her arms out on the table to nervously clasp her hands together. She both felt and heard the tense silence in the room thicken, and when she lifted her chin to establish why, every pair of eyes seemed to be fixated on something, and she followed their stares to the ugly scar of scrawled letters etched into her forearm.

	Mudblood.

	She self-consciously tugged down the sleeve of her jumper to hide the mark, but the word lingered in the air above them, and even Luna's expression appeared to turn solemn underthe

	 

	
weight of it. Despite the nerve damage in her legs, she could feel the clench of Draco's fingernailsdentingtheskinofherthighthroughherjeans,anditwasoddlycomforting.

	"Sorry,"shemumbled,feelingtheneedtocracktheunbearablesilence.

	"Youhavenothingtobesorryfor,Hermione,"saidTonkssternly."Certainlynotforthat."

	"Bloody hell, Tonks," Theo commented. "You must've done a crap job with yourHealingCharms-

	"Healing Charms won't work on that," Blaise interjected, looking directly at Hermione."I recognise that Curse, and it will only fade once the person who cast it is dead."

	"Oh," she muttered, for lack of anything appropriate to say. "Well, um…thank you. Iwasn't familiar with it, so…yes, thank you. At least I can research it now."

	He responded with a slight nod of his head, and everyone was unsettlingly quiet again fora short while until Theo cleared his throat.

	"So…,"hedrawledslowly."Theweather'sbeennicerecently…"

	Blaise scoffed. "'The weather's been nice recently?'" he echoed derisively. "What thehell- "Well at least I fucking said something."

	"Andyouthoughttheweatherwouldbeasufficienttopic?"

	"Hey,I'mdoingbetterthanwhenwemetLovegoodat'Dromeda's,"hedefended.

	"That'strue,"agreedLuna."Iwouldhavehappilydiscussedtheweatherwithyou,Theo."

	"See, Lovegood agrees with me. What would you have preferred? 'Hi, Granger.Remember me? I hated you in Hogwarts, but let's start over because you're shagging my mate.'"

	Dracosneered."Ifuckingwarnedyou,Nott-

	"It's okay, Draco," Hermione cut him off. "They shouldn't have to tread on eggshellsaround me. I'd rather they were honest."

	"Granger-

	"No, Draco," she insisted, giving him a stern look. "I'm aware that things havebeen… difficult in the past, and it would be easier if it was all just out in the open-

	"So you're encouraging them to behave like twats?" he frowned at her. "Yes, that's abrilliantidea-

	"I'm not encouraging them to do anything, I'd just rather we didn't tip-toe around thematter and pretend to be interested in the bloody weather-

	 

	
"I never said we should discuss the sodding weather!" he seethed, oblivious to the othersin the room now and the awkward glances being exchanged.

	"Well, then let them just say what they want, and I will deal with it!" she huffed."For Godric's sake, Draco, I'm a big girl-

	"Well,forgivemefortryingtosaveyoufromgettingoffended-

	"They're hardly likely to say something I haven't heard before! And you probably calledme more names in Hogwarts than Theo and Blaise combined!"

	"That'sirrelevant-

	"It's completelyrelevant!""Bullshit-

	"And we didn't overcome it by discussing theweather- "Would you stop mentioning the bloody weather!"

	"Weovercameitbybeingcandidandforthright-

	"The circumstances are entirely different!" he shouted. "Salazar's soul, even when you'reill you're an argumentative pain in the arse-

	"Andyou'reanincorrigibleprat!"

	Their dispute might've continued had Luna not dragged a chair away from the table, and the sharp, scraping sound of it against the floorboards snapped Hermione out of the heated moment, and again, she found there were too many sets of eyes on her. A warm blush creptinto her cheeks and she tucked a stray curl behind her ear, watching Draco under her lashesas he rolled his shoulders and licked his teeth with agitation. But there was a barely-visible amused twitch to his lips, and she suppressed the urge to smile. She'd missed this the most;

	their harmless quarrels that always left her feeling somewhere between exhilaratedand frustrated, but ultimately satisfied.

	"Okay," blurted Theo, shattering yet another silence. "Is anybody else struggling to decideif they felt uncomfortable or turned on by that, or is it just me?"

	"For Merlin's sake, Theo!" Tonks scolded. "What the hell is wrong with you? Do you haveno concept of decency?"

	"What?Grangersaidshewantedustobehonest!"

	Draco was a heartbeat away from lunging across the table and clipping his friend's jaw, but a small noise to his side stopped him, and when he looked at Granger, her mouth was curvedinto a smile, her body vibrating slightly, and her nose was creased up with charmingwrinkles as she began to laugh. He cocked a puzzled eyebrow in her direction, but he was smirking

	beforehecouldcatchhimself,andtheatmospherefeltalittlelighter.

	 

	
"I'm sorry," said Hermione as her giggles subsided. "I don't know why, but I foundthatfunny."

	"I'mnotsurprised,"Theoshruggedsmugly."Iamhilarious."

	Blaise grunted and shook his head. "Your humour is an acquiredtaste." "No, your face is an acquired taste."

	Hermione's giggles returned, and she absently wondered when she had last laughed like this; when she had permitted herself a stolen sliver of time to simply be a teenage girl without the weight of a war balancing on her shoulders. She felt Draco's hand return to her knee, andshe reached down to tangle their fingers, briefly meeting his eyes to indicate that she felt relaxed enough in the situation.

	The rest of the evening passed with more strained silences than conversations, but she didn't mind so much. To expect an immediate sense of amity with Blaise and Theo would havebeen fartoooptimistic,butthere'dbeennomaliceorintentionaleffortstocauseherdiscomfort, and she considered that a good start to the end of the day.

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	"Draco?"

	"Hm."

	"Areyouasleep?" "Evidently not."

	She twisted her body around to face him in the bed. "Did you ever read The TwistedTime Theory by Virginia Fairhart?"

	"Are you still going to talk about it if I sayyes?""Yes."

	Hesighedandopenedhiseyes."No,butIrememberseeingitinthelibrary.Whataboutit?"

	"Well, she theorised that because time can be altered and cheated with a time-turner thatthere are possible endless universes beyond the realms of the dimension we exist in, with varying

	 

	
conditions that were limitless in their differences. The Muggles have a similar theorytoo called the Multiverse Theory-

	"Granger,it'spastmidnight,"heinterrupted."Doyouhaveapointtothislittlelecture?"

	Hermione hesitated. "Well…do you think it's possible that there's a universe somewhere where there is no war, and we still ended up together without all this…chaoshappening?"

	His brow lowered with bewilderment as he looked down at her, their foreheads grazingwith the movement. "But that wouldn't be us," he said. "They would just be mirror images-

	"Butwho'stosaywearen'tthemirrorimages?"sheargued."Whatifwearen'ttherealones?"

	Draco ran his fingers down her arm, along her waist, and then lingered at her hip totrace slow circles there. "Feels rather real though, doesn't it?"

	Shedidn'treply;simplytiltedherheadtoborrowhislipsinaquickkissbeforetucking

	herself a little tighter into his arms. "I wonder if there's a universe where you, Ron, andHarry get along well."

	"Definitely not," he muttered. "I am confident that all possible versions of me wouldthink that Potter and Weasley are wankers."

	She tutted and murmured something incoherent against his chest, but he let it be. He could hear the exhaustion in her breathing, and her sighs grew heavy against his collarbonewithinminutes.

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	He woke with a start; a cold sweat thinly spread across his brow and a gnawing chill at the base of his spine. His heart was riotous in his ribcage, and in a bizarre moment ofparanoia, he checked that Granger was at his side. She was, of course. Her back was to him with her

	wayward curls sprawled across the pillow, sleeping soundly and groaning softly as healtered his position in the bed.

	He couldn't be sure, but he had a hunch he'd dreamt about his mother, and he felt edgy as hesat up and dragged the damp tips of his hair away from his face. He tried to recall something tangible from his dream, feeling for some reason that it might be important, but it was afutile exercise. Dreams seldom linger when reality is so eager to resume.

	He choked on the crispy dryness in his throat, trying to smother the noise against the backof his hand so as not to wake Granger, but she didn't stir. Deciding a glass of juice would clear

	 

	
it, he left the bed with the same mindful awareness of his sleeping witch, and unravelledhis body from hers and all the bedding trapped between them.

	Grabbing his wand, he headed downstairs, casting a faint Lumos to guide his way and play with the shadows. He guessed it was around three or four in the morning, and the housewas so still, with only the dull thuds of his own footsteps to echo in his ears.

	Sowhenhepushedopenthekitchendoorandtheglowofhiswandcaughttheoutlineofa

	figure and a flash of red hair, he jerked back with shock but forced himself to recoverquickly when he realised who was sat at the table. He poured a little more magic into the Lumos so

	he could see the other wizard in the room properly, and he saw nothing but contempt inthose blue eyes, and Draco matched it with a sneer and a cocky tilt of his chin.

	"Oh, good, it's you," said Draco coldly. "You know, Weasley, people with faces likeyours shouldn't hide in the shadows. It's a fucking health hazard."

	Ron clenched his teeth and slowly rose from his seat, and Draco arched an eyebrowwith amusement. Apparently, the night just took an interesting turn.
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	Draco flicked his wand to ignite the candles and the bundle of logs in the fireplace until the kitchen was illuminated with the amber of the flames. He tucked his wand back into his pocket, careful to keep the base just above the seam in case the occasion called for a spellor two, and then shifted his attention back to Weasley. His long-time rival looked like shit, and that was being generous.

	Weasley seemed almost distorted; deathly pale with blood-red cracks in the whites of his eyes, and more haggard than usual, even by the infamous Weasley standards. His eyes were alive though, staring somewhere past Draco's head while his nostrils flared and hisknuckles turned white. There was something else too; something that was a little off. Draco couldn't

	decide if it was in his posture or in his expression, but Weasley looked slightly unhingedandprecarious.

	"Leave,"hespatsuddenly."Justgo,andleaveusalone."

	Draco couldn't help but scoff. "Why would I do that? This is my cousin's house andshe invited me-

	"Youdidn'teventhinkofTonksasyourcousinuntilitbloodysuitedyou!"

	"That's irrelevant," he retorted, deciding it was time to broach the inevitable andwatch Weasley squirm. "Besides, I think Granger wants me here."

	Draco saw an instant change in Weasley's stance at the mention of Hermione; the muscles in his face tightened, his breathing elevated, and something dark flashed in his eyes. It was so amusing to watch, to see him struggle with his words and fidget with agitation. Granger orno Granger, watching a weasel in distress would forever leave an appeasing sense of satisfaction in the well of his Slytherin gut.

	"Come on, Weasley," said Draco provokingly. "Let's hear your shite insults andcomebacks, or if you want to have a little cry, I'll happily observe-

	"YOU DON'T DESERVE HER!" he blurted furiously, slamming his balled fist down onthe table. "YOU DON'T! YOU DON'T BLOODY DESERVE HER!"

	 

	
Dracodidn'tflinchdespitetheelementoftruthhefoundinthatcomment."Neitherdoyou."

	"I deserve her more than you!" shouted Ron. "If you actually cared about her, you wouldlet her be with someone else! Someone who actually gives a damn about her-

	"Oh please, Weasley," he rolled his eyes. "If you think I'm going to be some wetHufflepuff and give her up because of some pathetic moral bullshit, then you may have just beaten Longbottom in the dumb fuck race-

	"You know she shouldn't be with you!" Ron accused. "You must've…I don't know,you must've tricked her-

	"For fuck's sake, Weasley, if you had a brain you'd be dangerous. Granger's a big girl, andshe can make her own decisions," he said, pausing to smirk. "And she decided she wanted me.

	Notyou."

	Ron sucked in a harsh breath through his bared teeth. "I was her first!" he yelled. "Weare more than you think! We-

	"I know. She told me," Draco replied calmly, smothering the stab of jealousy andrelishing the shock on Weasley's face. "Although the fact that it was you makes the prospect questionable. You can barely use your wand, so I doubt you can even locate your dick."

	Rage ignited Ron's cheeks with a red-hot flush, and he flipped the table on its side, removing that physical barrier between them and then stalking close enough to Draco that he couldfeel his incensed panting against his face. Draco straightened his back and lifted his chin to give himself more height, lowering his hand until his fingers grazed his wand. Just in case.

	"Youaresick,"seethedRon."Thethingsyouhavedone-

	"Take a fucking step back, Weasel," he interrupted, his tone low and menacing."Now." "This is all just some twisted scheme of yours to hurt us-

	"Yes, that's it," Draco sorted sarcastically. "Being a twat to Granger for six years wasactuallya secret ploy to get her into bed just to piss off you and Potter. Congratulations, Weasley, you just won the dumb fuck cup-

	"STOP IT!" Ron barked, getting right in Draco's face. "STOP ITNOW- "I won't tell you again, Weasley, step back!"

	"SHE'SWRONGABOUTYOU!YOUHAVN'TCHANGEDATALL-

	"Don't you fucking dare," warned Draco with a cold hiss. "Don't pretend you knowa SODDING thing about me-

	"YOU ARE USING HER!" Ron roared. "AND IT'S ALL JUST A BLOODY JOKETOYOU!"

	 

	
Draco snarled loudly, unexpectedly riled by Weasley's accusation, and feelingrather suffocated by their proximity. "GET THE FUCK OUT OF MY FA-

	"AND I WON'T LET YOU HURT HER! I WOULD DIE FORHERMIONE- "SO WOULD I!"

	Draco meant it, but even he was a little shocked at how easily the words had explodedpast his lips, but the stunned look on Weasley's face was worth it. It was like the retort had physically clouted him with a crisp upper-cut to the chin, and he took a clumsy step backwards and almost tripped over the leg of the overturned table. Draco squared his shoulders as he watched Weasley apparently compose himself, and the clack of his tongue hitting the roof of his mouth seemed to kick Weasley back into the present.

	"You're not capable of that," he said quietly, flicking his furious glare back to Malfoy."You're not capable of being that selfless-

	"Don't," Draco growled again. "The biggest mistake you will ever make isunderestimating me, Weasley. Especially when it comes to Granger."

	Ron scoffed. "So you think it's that easy? That you are one of usnow?" "I don't want anything to do with you-

	"Well, that's tough shit! Hermione is something to do with me, and you don't know her ifyou think she will just toss me and Harry to the side for you-

	"I wasn't finished," he scowled. "I can't stand you and Potter, but I know she wouldnever discard you pair, no matter how much I detest you. There's nothing I can do about that-

	"You'rebloodyrightthereisn't-

	"Do you honestly think I haven't thought this through, Weasley?" he snapped, and hecould feel a rant building in his mouth. The words were spewing out of him, but he didn't stop. "I know that you, Potter and Granger are practically joined at the hip, and I knew it when I

	somehowendeduphere,inasafehouseforthedefected,andIfuckingknewitwhenI decided to put Granger before my family! If you think you and Potter are going to stop us,then you are fucking wrong! You might be an obstacle, but you are a small one incomparison to other shit Granger and I have dealt with."

	Ron drew in a long breath and sucked in his cheeks. "And her bloodstatus?" Draco narrowed his eyes into serpentine slits. "Is evidently irrelevant to me- "It didn't use to be!" yelled Ron.

	"Fucking hell, Weasley, do I have to spell it out for you? Are you really that thick?" he spat coldly. "Granger. Is. Mine. Get used to it. The same way I'll learn to get used to yoursoddingpresence-

	 

	
"I will never accept you as one of us!" Ron interrupted indignantly, but Draco could hearthe edge of defeat in his tone. "It won't last! You…you will screw up-

	"Whatever helps you sleep at night," he shrugged. "Do you honestly think I would be here, probablydisownedbymyfamilyandspendingmytimewithyouwankers,ifitwasalljust

	for a laugh?" He took a step towards Ron and cocked his head so he could glare down athim. "And if you try to get in my way, you will see what I am fucking capable of."

	With that, he gave Weasley a hard shove and stalked towards thedoor. "Where the hell are you going?" Ron shouted after him.

	"I'm bored of you," he replied over his shoulder. "And your face is starting offend myeyes- "We are not finished!"

	"I'm sure we're not, but you're pathetic tonight, even by your normal standards. It's tooeasy, and quite frankly, embarrassing to watch you stutter-

	"I'MNOT-

	"So why don't you go to bed, weep into your pillow, and memorise a few insults that Ican laugh at next time-

	"Malfoy-

	"And besides," Draco went on, pausing at the door to fire a condescending smirk inWeasley's direction. "Granger's waiting for me in bed."

	Every muscle in Ron's body went taut, and his features creased up with outrage."Youfucking-

	"Goodnight, Weasel," he drawled seamlessly as he left the room, slamming the door behind him before another slur could be exchanged, but he almost collided with the personloitering in the corridor. "What the hell do you want?"

	"I was just standing by in case someone needed to intervene," said Blaise. "You wokemeup."

	"Wereyouexpectinganapology?"

	"Hardly," he snorted, as they both began to ascend the stairs. "But perhaps some gratitudefor placing silencing spells on the bedrooms."

	Dracocockedhishead."Whydidn'tyoujustcastoneonthekitchen?"

	"And miss the entertainment? Not likely. Speaking of which, that comment about hisdick was inspired, but I am rather surprised."

	"Whatabout?"

	 

	
"Iexpectedafarmore…aggressiveconfrontationbetweenyouandWeasley."

	"It seemed pointless when he could barely keep up with a verbal fight," replied Draco flippantly. "Don't get me wrong, I'm sure my fist and Weasley's face will meet againwithin the next few days, but there was no need for it tonight."

	"Well then, I recommend that you cast a few silencing spells before your next argument,or you'll have Tonks battering your eardrums."

	"Noted," he nodded stiffly, pausing his steps outside the bedroom door. "Anythingelse?" Blaise exhaled. "You know, I am on your side, Malfoy."

	"Areyou?"

	"Yes."

	"Well," said Draco, skimming his tongue across his teeth. "When you figure out what sidewe are actually on, let me know."

	Blaise looked like he might respond, but he simply gave Draco a parting dip of his headand walked away. "You'll figure it out, Malfoy. Goodnight."

	Draco glowered at the back of Blaise's head for a moment before he slipped inside the bedroom, keeping his movements light to avoid waking Granger. Easing himself back intobed, she instantly angled her body towards him, like she was restless to share his warmth,and her lashes quivered between sleepy blinks.

	"Where'veyoubeen?"sheasked,hervoicesoftandmuffled.

	He draped an arm around her shoulders as she buried her face into the crook of his neck,her drowsy breaths tickling his collarbone, and her palm resting over his heart.

	"I'lltellyouinthemorning."

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	When Draco roused, he was momentarily blinded by a shaft of sunlight piercing the room through the window, and he buried his face into the pillow with a groggy groan. But whenhe realised he was alone amongst the bed sheets, he sat up a little too quickly for his morning brain to handle, and it took a few seconds for the bout dizziness to clear. With a steady head

	 

	
and adjusting eyes, he found Granger easily in their small room, but he frowned at whathesaw.

	She was on her feet with her back to him, her hands braced against a chest of drawers, apparently for stability, and her legs wobbling. He scooted down the bed until he could see the side of her face, and her features were fixed with concentration, her brow furrowedand her lips pursed.

	"Whatthehellareyoudoing?"

	Her body jerked with shock to the sound of his voice, almost costing her balance."Bloody hell, Draco," she breathed. "You made me jump-

	"Iaskedwhatyouweredoing,"hesaid,leavingthebed."Youshouldn't-

	"No, no, no, just give me a minute!" she said sharply. "I took the potion this morning, andmy legs felt…I think I might be able to-

	"Granger-

	"Look!" she exclaimed proudly, carefully removing her hands from the dresser. "Look, see!I can stand!"

	Herlegstrembledandherposturerockedintheefforttokeepherupright,butthedelighted

	smile pulling at her mouth prevented him from immediately gripping her elbows andofferingsupport.

	"Soyoucanstandinonespot,"heremarkeddrolly."That'shandy."

	"It's progress," she frowned, but then she lost her footing and toppled into his readyarms."Bugger."

	"Tonkssaidyouneedtotakeitslow-

	"Youdistractedme,"sheaccused."Icould've-

	He hushed her with a firm press of his lips against hers, swallowing her protest down anddownanddownuntilshekissedhimback.Shelatchedherarmsaroundhisneckandhe belted his around her waist, collecting her tightly against his chest and lifting her off thefloor withease.Settlingheronthedresser,hecaughtherbottomlipbetweenhisteeth,andsunk his hips into the gap between her thighs. Her fingers were in his hair and brushing his ears, completely absorbed by him, with sweet, quiet sighs leaving her lungs between the tugs and sucks of his mouth. But then Draco broke the bliss, trailing a couple nips along her jaw

	before he pulled back to admire her flushed cheeks and the slow heaves of herchest. "What was that for?" she asked quietly. Breathlessly.

	"Partly to shut you up," he said with a cocky grin. "And the other reasons should bequiteobvious."

	 

	
Hermione hummed with thought. "I need ashower." "A shower?" he repeated. "Surely a bath-

	"Would be easier, yes. But I want to use my legs as much as possible, and I can standupnow."

	"Granger, you barely managed ten seconds on your feet- "Which is why you're going to be in the shower withme."

	Draco's eyebrows shot up high on his forehead. He had memorised her body meticulouslyin his head, sometime during the last few days of their stay in Hogwarts; every freckle, every

	scar, and every feminine sway of her silhouette. He'd learned her so he could close hiseyes and map her out on the backs of his lids, but despite that, he knew she was self-conscious about being completely bare in front of him. She had always gathered a sheet around her in the mornings or twisted herself away from the light, and even now he could see the bashful uncertainty in her eyes.

	"Don't look at me like that," she said. "You have…you have seen me naked plenty oftimes. There's no logical reason why I should have an issue with it."

	It really did sound like she was tying to convince herself rather than him. "Well, I believethat nudity was the one topic you failed to be logical about, but I'm not complaining about you changing your mind-

	"You do know I only mean a shower?" she cut him off quickly. "I mean I…I can barelyfeel anything below my waist, and I want to…well, I want to-

	"Beabletofeelme,"hefinishedforher,dippinghisheaduntilhisfringetangledwithhers.

	Hermione nodded nervously. "Well…yes. It's not like I don't want to…you know, butmy legs…and I-

	"Granger, it's fine," he said, with a hint of amusement in his tone. "I get it. Just a shower.You do realise I never even mentioned shagging you-

	"It'scalledsex,Draco-

	"Semantics," he smirked, pecking the corner of her half-smile. "I assume you're goingto insist on walking, and say no to me carrying you?"

	"Ofcourse."

	"Very well," he frowned, tugging her forward as she moved her grip to his forearms."Youready?"

	With a slight incline of her head, she rested her weight against him, and Draco slowlyguided them across the room with patience he wouldn't have been capable of a few months ago.

	Hermione'sstepswereinevitablyclumsyastheyshuffledacrossthefloorwithknocking

	 

	
ankles, and Draco hesitated when he opened the door, checking the hallway was quietand empty. His actions were a bit hastier but still mindful as they crossed the corridor to the bathroom, keen to lock them inside before anyone could amble by and catch them. Once inside, Hermione released a brief and delicate laugh, and Draco studied her curiously.

	"What'ssofunny?"

	"I don't know, it just reminded me of Christmas," she mumbled warmly. "Sneaking around, and then you helping me keep my balance on the ice." She paused and her smile stretcheda little. "I love that memory."

	Draco didn't respond, preferring instead to watch the emotions play with her features.When the wistful daze left her eyes, he helped her perch on the toilet seat and began to undress,

	tugging down his boxer-shorts and removing his vest without a tinge of reserve, despitebeing very aware that Hermione's stare was roaming across every inch of him.

	"You're exactly how I remember you," she whispered faintly, reaching out to graze her fingers over his stomach. Her hand must've been cold. She felt his sudden breath, andthe dents of the muscles in his abdomen became more pronounced beneath her fingertips. "Exactly how I remember."

	His hand rested over hers for a moment and then slid down her arm to clutch her elbow, and when she lifted her eyes to his face, she thought his expression was set somewhere between strained and pensive. He pulled her up to stand and she felt the air rush out of her, momentarily mesmerized by the beauty of Draco stripped bare and close enough that she could feel his body heat through the flimsy fabric of her t-shirt. She rested her handsagainst his chest and splayed her fingers wide, her thumb stroking across the risen line of his

	Sectumsemprascar.

	"Granger,"saidDraco,breakingherdaze."Gripmyshouldersandbalanceyourself."

	Waiting until she'd adjusted herself, he dropped his hands into the space between them and skimmed his knuckles down her stomach before looping the string of her pyjama bottoms around his finger, and tugging the knot undone. He could feel her holding her breath as he latched his thumbs under the hem of her knickers, and he pushed them and her bottomspast her hips, down to mid-thigh where they fell the rest of the way and pooled at her ankles.

	There was already a blush glowing in her cheeks when he looked back at her, and hekissed her temple as he wrapped one arm around her waist for support.

	"Putyourarmsaboveyourhead."

	She exhaled slowly through her nervously puckered lips and reached upwards, keeping her eyes lowered as Draco used his free hand to gather a fistful of her t-shift. He yanked it over her head, and her hair tumbled around her shoulders, her curls bouncing like springs. She raised an arm to cover herself, but thought better of it and offered him a coy smile,returning

	herhandstohisshoulders.Herbreastsbrushedagainsthisnakedchestandtheybothinhaled.

	Draco wanted to take a step back and see her, to ensure that he had memorised her correctly andthenreacquainthimselfwiththeslopesandsweepsofhershape,butheresisted.Instead,

	 

	
he picked her up without warning, partly because he assumed she would insist on being difficult, and partly because he was too impatient to feel the familiar softness of herbody against his.

	Cradling her against his chest and quietly surprised when she didn't protest, he stepped into the rather large bathtub and mumbled a quick incantation to start the shower fitment. He carefully dropped her legs and feet down, facing her away from him so she could leanback into his body for balance if she needed to, but she seemed to have found a stance that she

	could hold to comfortably stand. His hands remained on her anyway, grasping her sides asthe water rained down on them and steam began to envelop them in a thick mist. He watched the water drag and stretch out her hair until it reached down to just above the dimples at the small of her back, clinging to her skin like thick toffee.

	Hermione felt his arm snake around her waist and he pressed his palm flat against her stomach,andthenhismouthwasonhershoulderanddottinglazykissesthere.Sheclosed

	her eyes and tilted her head so she could nuzzle her nose against his cheek, sighing whenhis lips trailed to the arc of her neck and he gathered her hair out of the way, draping it over her opposite shoulder. It was all so familiar and wonderful; the feeling of the hot water and him, and she knew if it weren't for her injuries and the numbness below her navel, that she would feel that lustful burn of anticipation between her hips.

	It had been two months and she had missed the physical aspects of their relationship asmuch as she'd missed everything else about his presence. Evidently, Draco had the same sense of withdrawal because she could feel him growing hard behind her, until it was prodding her back, and impossible to ignore.

	"Draco,you're-

	"I can't help it," he mumbled between kisses. "It's beenages- "I know, but-

	"I know, no sex," he said. "Honestly, Granger, it's fine. Just ignore it. Say somethingabout Weasley, that'll scare it off."

	She barely heard the last part, too absorbed with the heavy tightening in her chest. It feltlike determination, but it was more the overwhelming need to do something, to give something.

	HermindwasmistedwithmemoriesofChristmasagain,oneinparticularwhichinvolveda

	similar scene to where they were now; water-drops pounding down on their naked skin, anda privatesanctuaryofwhitetilessurroundingthem.SherememberedDracotrailingkisses down her torso, and then lower, and lower, until all sensation had followed his mouth there.

	And the memory bred a bold notion that made her anxious. But there was a brazen flickerof excitement in her too; that Gryffindor spark of tenacity.

	"Draco," she breathed with a wavering voice. "Can you turn me to face youplease?" His lips left her shoulder as he slowly pivoted her around. "Are you alright?"

	"Yes,"shesaid,catchingherbottomlipbetweenherteeth."Look,I…um-

	 

	
"Bloody hell, Granger," he frowned. "If we're not having sex until you're better, thenyou're going to have to stop biting your lip. I thought the plan was to scare away my dick-

	"Do you remember Christmas? When we showered together in themorning?" "Yes," he replied hesitantly. "Why?"

	"And do you…do you remember what you did?" she stuttered clumsily. "Whenyou…when you were on your knees?"

	"YoumeanwhenI-

	"Dropmetomyknees,Draco."

	His eyebrows rose high on his forehead with shock. "Granger, I wasn't hinting that Iwanted you to-

	"I know, I know," she interrupted, running her fingers along the ridge of his collarbone."I think that's partially why I want to; because you didn't ask-

	"Youdon'tneedto- "I want to-

	"Icanwait-

	"Youknow,mostguyswouldbejusttheslightestbitenthusiastic-

	"Granger, I'm evidently enthusiastic," he smirked, gesturing to his erection, which wasnow rock-hard and nudging her hip. "But I know you, and-

	"Then do you really want to argue and encourage me to change my mind?" she asked witha tentativesmile,tiltingherbodyintohisframeandkissinghischin."Letmedothis,Draco."

	Shefelthimcoilalockofherwethairaroundhisfingerandsigh."You'resure?"

	"No," she laughed a little, perhaps more from nerves than humour. "But I want to try.Drop me to my knees, Draco."

	Hedroppedhisheadtogiveherlipsaquicktugwithhis,andthenadjustedtheirstancea little,sohisbackwastothewall,andshewouldhavemoreroomtokneel.Lockingherwrists in his grip, he helped her sink down to the base of the tub, his anticipation aching when she pressed a brief kiss by his ribs, and then another against his pelvic bone. When he was satisfied he could release her, he leaned back against the tiles, half-tempted to watch her but reasoning it probably wouldn't help her obvious nerves.

	Instead, he stared straight ahead, unable to distinguish his animated heartbeats fromthe rhythm of the shower, and the next ten seconds of nothing felt like an hour.

	 

	
The first thing he felt was her fingers gently stroking the inside of his thigh, and thenthey were firmly circling the base of his length. His gut spasmed when she pulled the O of her

	fingers up and down him a few times. Slowly. Inquisitively. And then there was this blissful, wet warmth enveloping him, and he dropped his head back, a guttural grunt vibrating in his windpipe as she began to move. He could feel the pad of her tongue licking his tip, likedamp silk, and the grope of her lips dragging over him. All his blood seemed to rush down to his groin, until all he could focus on was the moist and soft feel of her drowning him.

	Her ministrations were by no means confident or skilled, but he would swear it was more her inexperience that made it so intense. Every lick of her tongue and every pull of her mouthfelt delicate and smooth, like it was more the kiss of her breath folded around his erection than actual physical contact. When she did something between a swallow and suck, he gritted his teeth and clenched his eyes tight shut.

	"Fuck,"hehissed,releasingashudderingbreath.

	Merlinknewifitwasbecausehe'dbeendeprivedofasexualreleasefortwomonths,or

	because she simply felt so marvellous with the muscles of her throat clenching aroundhim, but he could already feel the building burn of lust inside of him, swelling up like a bubble ready to pop. The combination of her hot mouth and the water's pulse was hitting all his nerves in the right places with the perfect pressure, and his chest began to rise and fall with shallow breaths. And then his bones began to tremble.

	"Granger, stop," he blurted, glancing down as she pulled away and stared up at him withwide and confused eyes. "Give me your hands."

	She did, and he hastily yanked her to her feet, spinning them around and pinning her upagainstthetiles.Hekissedherswollenlipssohardtheywouldsurelybruise,andthenbit them desperately, grabbing her hand and pushing it against his length, encouraging her totouchhimanddrivehimtotheend.HesilentlythankedSalazarwhenshegotthemessage andbegantopumpherfistaroundhim,andhehadtobreaktheirkisstoletgoofaloud groan, burying his face into the crook of her shoulder. She was kissing the receptive stretchof skinbetweenhisearandAdam'sapple,andwithafewfinaltighttugs,hewasdone.His limbsshookwithnocontrolandhegroaneditallout,hisbreathleavinghiminsharpgasps as every inch of him tingled and quivered.

	"D-don'ttrustmyhold,"hesaidshakily."Restagainstthewall."

	His body was throbbing. It was taking all of his strength to remain standing and keep her balanced on her unreliable legs, but he strained and flexed his muscles, waiting until hefelt her bodyweight shift before he allowed himself to slide down to his knees. He rested his cheek against the flat of her stomach as the haziness and tremors subsided, lulled into a calming state by Hermione's fingers combing through his hair and tickling the nape of hisneck.

	"Oh God," she said suddenly. "We didn't cast a Muffliato oranything." Draco released a short bark of laughter. "I couldn't give a shit."

	 

	
.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	Hermione's fingers were fidgeting in her lap as she watched Draco; wondering if sheshould ask the question that had been pestering her for minutes. After their shower, Draco hadhelped her into a fresh pair of jeans and a jumper, mumbling some comment about how he preferred removing her clothes to putting them on, and he was now dressing himself.

	Normally, she would have studied him with reluctant fascination, admiring his finesse and that ability to always appear immaculate, despite being stripped of all the tokens wealththat had graced his youth, but the question was distracting her.

	"Granger, I can hear your brain ticking from here," said Draco, his eyes shrewdand enquiring. "What is it?"

	She hesitated. "I actually wanted to ask you…and you can say no if you want. I wanted toaskif I could use your wand to dry my hair?"

	"That'sit?"

	"Well,sharingwandsisconsideredratherintimatebysome-

	"More intimate than sharing bodily fluids?" he interrupted, removing his wand fromhis pocket and passing it to her. "Go ahead."

	"Thank you," she smiled. Mumbling a quick incantation, she felt the wand resist her a little, but it did the job, and when she looked back at Draco, the corner of his mouth was bentwith amusement. "What are you grinning at?"

	"Apparently I forgot that your hair looks like a nest for a family of blindowls." "You're hilarious-

	"Andcharming."

	Hermione snorted, but it faltered when Draco stalked towards her, leaning forward with his head bent to steal a kiss, but a knock at the door broke the moment before it could begin,and they both sighed.

	"Istherenofuckingpeaceinthishouse?"Dracomuttered,turningbackforthedoor.

	Expecting it to be Tonks or perhaps Lovegood, he was caught off-guard when he was confronted with his own reflection, doubled in a pair of familiar glasses, and hestraightened his spine when he realised they belonged to Potter. The other wizard looked sleep-deprived

	 

	
and tormented, and there was only a hint of that resentment and animosity Draco was so accustomed to finding in his expression. Potter simply appeared exhausted and deflated, eyeing Draco with little more than uncertainty as he cleared his throat and tried to peerinto the room.

	"Malfoy," he nodded stiffly, his voicestrained."Potter."

	"IwanttoseeHermione-

	"Harry?"shecalled."Harry,comein."

	Draco contemplated being difficult, but he was in a significantly better mood today afterthe morning shower and everything that it had entailed. He knew Potter's relationship with

	Granger was far less problematic than Weasley's, and his demeanour seemed harmlessenough, so he stepped aside, watching Granger's features twist into a half-frown-come-half- smile as her gaze followed her friend. And then her eyes shifted to him, connecting with his and hosting the inevitable request that he'd anticipated since Potter had walked into theroom.

	"Draco,couldyouleaveHarryandIalone?"

	Despite expecting her question, he clenched his jaw and shot a cold glance in Potter'sdirection—moreforthesakeofdignityandfamiliaritythananythingelse—andthen turned to leave. Purposely knocking shoulders with Potter as he went, he was oblivious tothe annoyedscowlGrangerwasfiringatthebackofhisheadasheslammedthedoorbehind him, and left them to it.

	"Howcanyoustandhim?"askedHarry.

	"I don't want to argue about Draco with you today, Harry," said Hermione firmly."Where'sRon?"

	"I tired to see him earlier, but he doesn't want to talk to either ofus." She cringed. "Maybe if we tried together-

	"You know what he's like, Hermione," he said, his voice weary. "He won't talk untilhe'sready."

	"I guess," she agreed grudgingly, her gaze roaming his solemn face. "How are youfeeling,Harry?"

	He sighed and seated himself on the bed; eyes downcast and rimmed with stress. "Ifeel… guilty. Tonks told me about your legs-

	"It'sonlytemporary,Harry.Atleasteveryonegotoutokay."

	"Everyone got out okay?" he repeated with a confused tone, but then his featurestensed. "They didn't tell you."

	 

	
"Tell me what?" she asked. And then she noticed his hands; noticed that his cuticleswere bleeding and his fingernails were shredded. "Harry, what happened to your hands?"

	"Bellatrix killed Dobby," he told her. "I dug his grave thismorning." "Oh my God," she gasped. "Harry, I…I am so sorry-

	"Everything I touch breaks, Hermione," he mumbled dejectedly, hunching forward and rubbinghisfacewithhispalms."It'slikemycurseiscontagious.EveryoneIlovedies-

	"It's not yourfault- "Isn't it?"

	She shook her head and grabbed his hand. "No, Harry, it'snot- "And when I thought I'd lost you-

	"Harry, take a breath," she sighed, tightening her grip around his fingers. "Tell mewhat happened at the Manor, and then we'll go to Dobby's grave together, okay?"

	There were tears locked in his disturbed, green eyes as he filled his lungs with air, andbegan to recount the details.

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	"I just think it's odd," remarked Theo. "It's not even your bloody name anymore. Weshould all be calling you Lupin, really."

	"No, it would get confusing with all the people who call Remus that," said Tonks."Besides, Tonks has been my nickname for years-

	"Onlybecauseitwasyoursurname,butit'snotanymore."

	Tonks, Theo, Bliase and Lovegood had already been sat at the table and engrossed in a rather dull discussion about breakfast when Draco had wandered into the kitchen around fifteen minutes ago. That discussion had somehow drifted to the current one about his cousin'sname, and Draco rolled his eyes as he finished his glass of juice, wondering exactly how long itwouldtakePotterandGrangertofinishtheirlittleheart-to-heart.Leavinghisseattoprepare amugofcoffee,heperchedhimselfonthecountertopandlistenedwithoutabsorbingas Tonks and Theo continued to bicker between mouthfuls of toast and Lovegood's idlehumming.

	 

	
"IlikebeingcalledTonks,sothat'swhatIaskpeopletocallme.Endof."

	"But it doesn't make any sense," Theo argued. "Don't you have a middle name orsomething? Even that would make more sense if you're so intent on avoiding your first name."

	"Actually, I have three middle names," she nodded slowly. "But my mother ensured allof them were ridiculous too. Nymphadora Gwendoline Taura Hyacinth Tonks."

	"Bloodyhell,"murmuredBlaise."That'samouthful."

	"Taura'saprettyname,"saidLunathoughtfully."Ilikethat."

	"It's the best out of a bad bunch, I guess," replied Tonks. "For some reason, mum wantedto keep the Black tradition with constellations and it's the feminine name of Taurus."

	"Then why didn't you let people call you that?" Theopressed. "Because I like the name Tonks, okay?"

	"Doesn't make any sense to me," he muttered, turning to Draco. "Malfoy, do you reconyou'll always call Granger by her last name?"

	"Probably,"heshrugged.

	"HowisHermione?"askedTonks.

	Draco cast his mind back to the shower and barely stifled a smirk. "Better. She canalmost stand up and rest her weight on her legs."

	"Good, at least the potion is working. Why didn't you help her down here forsomebreakfast?"

	"Potter'stalkingtoher."

	"Oh good," sighed Luna suddenly. "Harry needs her right now. He looked so sadthismorning."

	"Potter always looks sad," Theo commented, and Draco nodded his head withagreement. "Don't be nasty," warned Tonks. "He's been through a lot-

	"We've all been through a lot," Theo snapped. "Some of us just don't feel the need tofucking moan about all the time-

	"Theo, that's enough. I'm not undermining anyone else's problems, but Harry has a lot onhisshoulders."

	Draco slackened his jaw to comment, but he was cut off as Lupin entered the kitchen with Teddy in his arms. "Good morning," said Remus, passing the baby to Tonks. "I justchecked

	 

	
on Ollivander, and he's feeling better. And I saw Hermione with Harry. Looks like she'sdoing better too."

	Tonks tilted her head. "You went to her room to check onher?" "No, I just saw them outside."

	Draco shot up to his feet and marched out of the room, ignoring Tonks' calls for him towait. Still unfamiliar with the layout of the house, he ended up at the back door and grabbed the handle, but when he peered through the window and caught sight of Granger and Potter, something about the melancholic image of them made him hesitate.

	Just a few yards past the garden fence was a delicate stream, and leaning over it, from itsseat on the bank, was a weeping willow with brawny branches and flecks of blossom-buds.

	Betweenthegapsintheveilofleaves,hecouldseethetwoofthem,bothkneelingdown

	beside what looked like a gravestone; their heads bowed with Hermione rubbing Potter'sback in comforting circles.

	"You didn't tell her about the House-elf," Blaise's voice made him start. "Didyou?" "I didn't think it was important," he replied bluntly. "It's just a bloody House-elf."

	"AHouse-elfthatsavedherlife."

	Draco chewed his tongue but remained silent, frowning as he watched Hermione brush aside the sprinkling of tears on her cheeks and rest her temple against Potter's shoulder. The sensation in his gut was neither jealousy nor suspicion, but perhaps discomfort, because he simply couldn't fathom how she could be upset about the death of something soinsignificant. But, again, he was conflicted.

	"Draco,"Blaiseexhaledslowly."Iknowit'seasiersaidthandone,butyoureallyneedto

	consider the possibility that if your parents were wrong about Muggle-borns, then theywere probably wrong about other things too-

	"Sodoff,Blaise,"hegroaned."IamstilltryingtounderstandhowIendedupfallingfor

	Granger and then became involved with this bunch of suicidal idiots. I don't really havethe patience to question everything about my upbringing."

	"Suicidalidiots?"heechoed,hisbrowcreased."Youdon'tthinkthey'llwin?"

	"No," he said quickly, lifting his eyes back to stare at Granger through the glass. "Butshe does, and she has proved me wrong about everything so far."

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	
.

	Hermione combed her fingers through her tousled curls and watched Draco undress from her spot on the bed. There was beam of moonlight stretching into the room through the gap inthe curtains, and it hit his china-doll skin in a mesmerizing way that made her breath catch in her throat. Her craving for sleep was a heavy pull on her lashes and a persistent ache in her muscles, but it was inevitable after what she considered had been a rather vexing day.

	BetweenHarryexplainingtheeventsthathadoccurredinMalfoyManorandthen discovering Dobby had sacrificed himself for them, she was anxious to envelop herself inthe blankets and in Draco's arms for some much-needed rest.

	But she'd noticed her lover had been distant today, particularly since she and Harry had returned from Dobby's grave a little while after lunchtime. His odd mood had lasted all day,but she'd refrained from questioning him about it; mainly because they hadn't really beenable to steal a moment alone. As she studied him now, his dusty, grey eyes were far away and preoccupied, but then they turned to her, and there was a glint of apprehension in his stare.

	"Areyouangrywithme?"herushedout."FornottellingyouabouttheHouse-elf?"

	The question threw her off kilter for a second or two. "No," she replied after a pause."It wasn't something you did out of spite. You just…don't understand, I guess."

	"It's a just a House-elf to me," he told her honestly. "And I know you bloody love thethings with that SPIT thing you did-

	"It'scalledS.P.E.W.-

	"And it never even crossed my mind that its death was worth mentioning. It means nothingtome."

	"Imeantnothingtoyouonce.Opinionschange-

	"Notovernight,"hecutin."Ittooktimeformyopinionofyoutochange-

	"We have time," she said, a slight smile on her lips as she reached out to grasp hishand. "Come to bed, Draco."

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	She adjusted the hood of her cloak to better hide her face, flinching as each clicks andclacks of her heels ricocheted around the empty corridors and bounced between the cold, stonewalls. She knew the castle well; had instantly recalled the paths that she'd wandered in her

	 

	
youth, but the ancient school's air felt so different now, unfriendly and abrasive. A cruelchill rushed down her spine as she rounded another corner, and she hurried her steps.

	She'd been forewarned that the Death Eaters had ensured that disillusionment charms wouldn't work in here, or anything else that might aid a person to escape. There wasno getting in and no getting out, unless you knew the right people, of course.

	Finally spotting her desired door and the gargoyle guarding it, she mumbled the password she'd been told would work — Agere Sequitur Credere — and released a grateful sigh as the door yielded and permitted her access. Hurrying down the small passageway and into the Headmaster's office, her eyes darted around the large room, before they finally landed onthe dark outline of a shadow near the window, and she pulled down her hood.

	"How did you get in here, Narcissa?" asked Snape in that slow, thick tone, keeping hisback to her.

	"Let's just say Alecto owes me afavour." "And why are you here?"

	"You know why I'm here," she accused sharply. "You know exactly what I am doinghere!" "No, I don't."

	"Yes,youdo!"shespatloudly."Youliedtome,Severus!Youtoldmemysonwasdead!"

	He glanced over his shoulder to eye her curiously. "And what would make you think I'dlied? Draco was killed-

	"No, he wasn't!" she shouted. "I know he wasn'tkilled!" "What are you talking about, Narcissa?"

	"That Mu…the Muggle-born girl, Potter's friend. When she was at the Manor, I searchedher memories, and I saw Draco!"

	"What exactly did you see?" he questioned, nearing her warily. "Perhaps you misreadamemory-

	"No,IknowwhatIsaw!"Sheclenchedhereyesshuttodelaythetears."Iamperfectly

	capable of reading memories, thank you very much. I saw my son alive. You told me hewasdead."

	Snape cocked his head to the side. "I made a vow to protect your son. I did whatwas necessary to keep that vow-

	"I know you're working for them," she interrupted. "How else could he have ended up witha member of the Order? How could he have ended up in Hogwarts when McGonagall wasHeadmistress?"

	 

	
"Youaremistaken-

	"Stop lying to me, Severus! When I was searching through that girl's memories of Draco, I could sense your presence! I could feel that you were somehow connected to Draco, andthat she perceived you as an ally, so don't even try to lie to me again!"

	His face scrunched up with distaste. "Are you here to blackmail me,Narcissa?" "Don't tempt me, Severus-

	"Thenwhy-

	"Iwanttohelpyou,"sheblurted."Iwanttohelpthem."

	Snape's eyebrows lifted with surprise but he remedied his expression back into asuspicious scowl. "Why would you want to help the Order?"

	"Because Draco…because when I was in that girl's mind, I saw how happy my son was… happy with her; a Muggle-born. And I didn't care." She paused to swallow. "I could feelthe girl's love for my son, and I saw it reciprocated in her memories of him. I just want my sonback."

	"You mean Draco and Miss Granger?" he mumbled, his disbelief too intense to mask."You'recertain?"

	"Without a shadow of a doubt," she nodded. "You are working for the Order, aren't you?If you weren't, you would've summoned Him by now. And Draco is alive, isn't he?"

	"AndhowdoIknowwhoyouareworkingfor?"

	"Search my mind if you want, or use Veritaserum. I don't care. But look at me, Severus.You know me, and you know I am not lying."

	Snape regarded her with a calculating stare and pursed his lips. "How are your skillsin Occlumency, Narcissa?"

	"Good enough. If He knew what I was thinking, I would be dead bynow." "And does Lucius know you're here?"

	"Lucius…," she breathed. "Lucius is barely aware of anything. He has been tortured too much." She choked. "I don't have a husband anymore, I'm just haunted by a ghost that resembles him. I have lost both of my sisters, and I…I thought I'd lost Draco." She choked again. "He's all I have left, Severus, and I will do anything to get him back. Please helpme get my son-

	Hescoffed."Yourfamilyhavehadenoughfavoursfromme-

	"Wellthenletmehelpyou,"sheimploreddesperately."Please,Severus,letmehelp."

	 

	
"If you want to help, you will carry on pretending to serve the DarkLord- "But I could-

	"It's the safest and wisest option," he continued, nodding his head towards the door."You need to return to the Manor before someone becomes aware of your absence-

	"But,Severus,Ineed-

	"Can you get away tomorrow night?" he asked, waiting until she nodded. "I will contactyou tomorrow then. It's too risky for you to be here right now. Amycus will be coming shortly. I will let you know of a more appropriate time and place to resume this discussion."

	Narcissareleasedarelief-ladensigh."Thankyou."

	"In the meantime," he said evenly. "I will continue to do what I have been doing, and youwill continue to do what you have been doing. Do you understand?"

	"Yes,"shefrowned,replacingthehoodtoconcealherface."Iunderstand,Severus."

	"And keep your mind guarded," warned Snape, watching her through hooded eyes as she pivoted on her heel and left the office. He slowly turned his attention to the portrait onthe opposite wall. "I suppose you approve of this revelation about Miss Granger and Draco?"

	"Don't you?" the image of Dumbledorecountered. "No, I do not."

	"History has a funny way of repeating itself when broken hearts aren't mended, Serverus,"the painting spoke softly. "Don't resent the déjà vu-

	"If history is deciding to repeat itself, then we already know that there is no happyending." "You could help them find one."

	Snape turned his back on the portrait and returned to gazing out of the window,wondering howfatecouldbesocallousandintentontormentinghimwithsuchafamiliarsettingand

	story. He stared back at his distorted reflection in the drizzle-kissed glass and gritted histeeth against the ache in his heart, unable to decide if he pitied the two doomed lovers, or enviedthem.
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	Hey guys! I am so sorry about the wait…I've had a lot of Uni work recently, but Imade this chapter extra-long to try and make up for it! I hope you like it! And thank you so much for all the response so far! You guys are adorable!

	 

	
The only thing I really need to say is that Snape's password (Agere Sequitur Credere)is Latin for "We act according to what we believe (ourselves to be)".

	Andthat'sitreally!Hopeyoulikedit!Pleasereadandreview!Hopefully,thenext

	chapter won't take as long, but I do have a lot assignments coming up, so I can't say for definite how long it will take. Sorry about that, and thank you so much for stickingwith my fic so far! Yeah I'll stop rambling now…

	Bex.
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	Just the usual song recs! My first one (and possibly one of my favourite songs) is Slow Moving Millie - Please (please please) let me get what I want (for Hermione), andthen Muse's version of the same song (for Draco). Or the original Smiths version, if you
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	Hermione twirled the strand of black hair between her thumb and forefinger, and watchedit spin like a miniature tornado.

	After waking up some ten minutes ago and taking her potion, she had slipped out of Draco's arms and tested her legs. Still numb from the waist down, she had half-hobbled and half- crawled to the chest of drawers where Tonks had told her she would find her bag. She'dstarted to remove the contents — mainly her potions and books — checking that nothinghad been damaged during their encounter with the Snatchers and the incidents that had followedin Malfoy Manor, and when she'd found her bloodstained clothes, she'd shuddered to the onslaught of flashbacks they'd stirred.

	And then she'd found the strand of hair, tucked between the threads of her jumper;definitely not hers, and almost certainly Bellatrix's.

	She twirled it again, focussing on the black, coiled wisp and analysing it so intently, hereyes began to feel dry and sore.

	"Granger,whatthehellareyoudoing?"

	His voice startled her and she whipped her head around to meet his inquiring stare,quickly hiding the hair in the pocket of her bag. "Nothing," she said. "I was just making sure the Snatchers hadn't taken anything, or broken something."

	"Were you even paying attention when Tonks said that you should take it slow? Or areyou just intent on injuring yourself further-

	"Draco,Ihavesometemporarynervedamage,"shefrowned."Iamnotmadeofglass."

	 

	
"Well, forgive me for trying to be sensible," he drawled slowly. "But I think it would bea wise idea for you to wait until I am awake before you try to walk around-

	"Yes, because there are so many hazardous objects in ourroom." "I guarantee you'd manage to find one."

	She scoffed but didn't respond, instead smiling appreciatively as he raised his arms abovehis head to stretch, watching the muscles in his arms distend, flex, and strain against the short sleeves of his t-shirt. She thought he was his most beautiful in the morning; his hair slightly ruffled, his features relaxed, and his musky signature scent overpowering everything in the

	room. She mused it might be because all of his defences were down, or maybe it wasbecause shewastheonlyonewhoreallyhadachancetoobservehimlikethis,buteitherway,itwas a temporary state, which made it all the more captivating to her.

	"What time is it?" he asked. "It's still looks darkoutside." "Quite early," she replied. "About eight, I think."

	"Come back to bed," he mumbled over a yawn. "I would offer you a hand, but I knowyou'llrefuse."

	Shenoddedstubbornly."Icandoitmyself."

	Crawling her way closer to the bed, she gripped the nightstand and heaved herself up, grunting with the effort. She managed to keep her footing for a few seconds, but whenshe went to take a step she stumbled, and landed on the bed in a graceless heap.

	"Well, that was dignified," said Dracodrolly. "Oh, hush. I got up, didn't I?"

	"Yes, and it only took an hour." "Don't exaggerate, it's notattractive."

	"Everything I do is attractive," he quipped, and his brow furrowed as Hermione burst intoa fitofgiggles.Shefutilelyattemptedtosmotherherlaughterintoherhand,assheoftendid;

	her body shaking and causing her tousled curls to spill around her shoulders. "Would youlike me to leave and come back when you're finished?" he asked flatly.

	"Sorry," she breathed between chuckles. "It's just…I've missed this. Just bickering with you.I know that sounds odd, but I feel like things are getting back to normal."

	"Normal?"

	"Well…asclosetonormalaswe'lleverbe,Iguess."

	"Exceptnowwe'resurroundedbynosybuggerswhoinsistonbeingsobloodyintrusive."

	 

	
She eyed him curiously. "Would you have preferred we stayed in my room inHogwartsforever?"

	"No, I was bloody sick of that room," he frowned. "But at least we had some privacy. Atleast we were left alone."

	"Well, we're alone n…" But, as if to prove Draco's point, she was cut off by threesolid knocks at the door.

	"For Merlin's sake," he hissed. "Fuck off!" "Draco, stop it," she scolded. "Answer thedoor."

	"Sodding idiots," he grumbled as he got to his feet, his movements rigid with agitation as he roughly flung open the door to glower at Tonks and the baby in her arms, clicking histongue impatiently. "What the hell do you want?"

	"Such a morning person," said Tonks sarcastically. "And would you mind watchingyour language in my house? Especially around Teddy."

	"There's a simple solution to that; don't bother me, and you won't have to hear me sayingfu- "Draco," warned Hermione from behind him. "Tonks, is everything okay?"

	"Everything's fine, I just have a couple of visitors for you," she grinned, holding Teddy upso Hermione could see. "This little guy, and this little guy."

	Tonks stepped to the side and Crookshanks bounded into the room, a flash of ginger furthat darted across the floor and hopped up on to the bed, straight into Hermione's lap.

	"Crooks!" she exclaimed, smiling as her faithful pet nudged his nose into her palm. "Imissed you, boy."

	"Brilliant,"mumbledDraco."Doyouhaveanyflearepellent?"

	"No," said Tonks, stepping into the room. "But I do have some irritating tosserrepellent." "Ah, that explains why I haven't seen Potter and Weasley this morning."

	Both witches shot him harsh glances, which he casually ignored. "I would just like topoint out that you made that extremely easy for me."

	"Prat,"Tonksmumbled,approachingHermione."WouldyouliketoholdTeddy?"

	"Yes, please," she practically beamed, gently removing Crookshanks from her lap and adjusting herself so Teddy would settle comfortably in her arms, his small framecradled against her and secure between her elbows. "God, he looks like you, Tonks."

	"Youreckon?EveryonesayshelookslikeRemus."

	 

	
"He has Lupin's eyes, but he has your nose and mouth," she mumbled thoughtfully."Have you told Harry he's his godfather yet?"

	"Remustoldhimlastnight,"Tonksnodded."Apparentlyhewaschuffed-

	"Wait a minute," Draco interrupted brashly. "Potter's the godfather? Bloody hell, Tonks,you could've given the kid some hope."

	Hermionetuttedandpursedherlips."Harrywillmakeawonderfulgodfather-

	"Yes,becausehehassuchaknackforstayingoutoftrouble.IsWeasel-beethegodmother?"

	Tonks extended her arm and flicked her wrist to slap Draco's shoulder, not particularlyhard, but enough to make him wince. "Do you mind keeping your eye on Teddy for a bit, Hermione?" she asked. "I have a couple of things to do, and Remus has gone to meetKingsley."

	"I'dbegladto."

	"Thank you," she said, giving Draco a stern look as she turned to leave. "And you mindyour language in front of the baby."

	Muttering a steady string of complaints under his breath as his cousin left, his quiet words fizzled into silence when his attention was drawn back to the sobering sight of Hermione,and the small bundle in her arms. He shifted his stance, instantly feeling uncomfortable, like the gravity in their bedroom had increased and had hooked onto his stomach. His eyes flickered between her and the baby, scrutinising Hermione's awed expression and contemplating excusing himself, but she glanced up at him and grinned knowingly before he could.

	"Is there a particular reason you're standing over there, shuffling yourfeet?" "I was not shuffling my-

	"Draco, this isn't making me broody," she assured him, her mouth almost bent in asmirk now. "I am just holding my friend's baby, so you needn't be so nervous."

	He huffed indignantly and cleared the distance to the bed, dropping to sit opposite herwith such force that she bounced a little. "I was not nervous," he disputed, frowning down at Crookshanks when the cat nuzzled his hand affectionately. "I was just-

	"Okay fine, you weren'tnervous- "Granger, I was not ner-

	"He's sweet though," she mumbled thoughtfully, running her index finger across Teddy'stiny knuckles. "Isn't he?"

	Draco cleared the scratch in his throat. "If you sayso." "You don't like children?"

	 

	
"What's to like? All they do isshit- "Language, Draco-

	"And eat," he went on. "And they require help to do it. Your cat has more independenceandappeal."

	"We were all babies once, you know," she replied. "I like them. I like that they remindyou what innocence looks like."

	That comment caught him off guard, and he watched her from under his lashes as shesighed and stroked the small collection of thin hairs on Teddy's crown. "I think innocence is subjective," he told her hesitantly. "To me, you are innocent."

	"I don't think I am," she said after a slight pause, blinking at him, somewherebetween confused and moved. "Perhaps…comparatively to other people you know."

	"Perhaps,"heagreednoncommittally.

	"So, you don't want children?" she asked, and he couldn't tell if she rushed the question outto beat an awkward silence, or if she was anxious about asking.

	"Wanting them was never really an issue," he confessed. "It was just always assumed and necessary that I have them; carry on the Malfoy line and all that." He paused and clickedhis jaw. "I don't have that responsibility anymore."

	Hermione'sheartplungeddowntoherstomachasshewatchedthechangeinDraco's

	demeanour. Perhaps if she had not come to learn the telling subtleties of his expression and stance, she wouldn't have noticed, but she could see his disappointment and dejection in the lowering of his eyelids and the tightening of his fists. Even Crookshanks seemed to senseit, resting his front paws against Draco's knee and meowing quietly.

	"Do you miss them?" she blurted clumsily. "Your parents, Imean." Draco averted his gaze. "Granger-

	"I'm not asking to use it against you,Draco- "I know that."

	"I'm asking because…well, I'll admit I am a bit curious, but also because I care,"she explained gently. "You never talk about them."

	He sighed and lifted his hand to comb his fingers through his hair, licking his teeth with thought as he regarded her. "'Miss' isn't the right word," he started reluctantly. "I'm usedto spending long periods of time away from them. Well, we all are-

	"Butyouhaven'tseentheminoverayear,Draco."

	 

	
"A few months and a year don't feel that different really," he shrugged. "No, I don't missthem. I am more…concerned for my mother's well-being than anything else. I know sheseems cold and hard, but she's not designed for the life she's being forced into now. She'snota killer. And you did say she tried to help you."

	"Shedid."

	"You see, she's not one of them really. She just…she's doing what she has to in ordertosurvive."

	Hermionehesitantlypartedherlips."And…yourfather?"

	"My father," he echoed tiredly, releasing a short, humourless chuckle as he rubbed his chin. "I havenoidea.Tobehonest,itvarieseveryday,butit'sirrelevant.Hewon'twantanythingto do with me once he finds out about us, and when I think of all the shit he's put my motherandI through…Let's just say I'm prepared for whatever. I doubt he could surprise me withanything anymore."

	"Youknow,yourparentsmightnotdisownyou,Draco-

	"My mother might not, but my father definitely will," he statedconfidently. She worried her bottom lip between her teeth. "Do you resent me for that?" "What?" he frowned, his eyebrows knitting together. "Granger-

	"No, just hear me out on this," she interrupted. "I know you don't think how you used to,and that'sagoodthing,but…Iknowit'sdifficultforyou.Imean,nomatterhowmuchImight not understand, you did have certain expectations of your life before all this, and…well, I

	assumethey'redifferentnow?"

	"Of course they are," he snapped. "Why would I resent you forthat?" "Because I-

	"Do you resent me for anything?" he questioned quickly. "For putting a strain on your relationship with Potter and Weasley? And your other friends for that matter. Or forBellatrix torturing you? Or for-

	"No, of course not," she hushed him. "You know Idon't." "Why not?"

	"Well," she started uncertainly. "Because I was aware that these things would happen, butI made the decision to be with you anyway. I knew that certain members of your family hate me and might hurt me in this war, and I knew that Ron and Harry would have trouble accepting us. I wouldn't resent you for a choice that I made."

	Henoddedhisheadonce."Exactly."

	 

	
"But they're your parents, Draco," she stressed. "It's a little different. They're yourfamily. Your blood."

	"Blood has caused us enough problems," he muttered behind his teeth, but he could tellshe'd heard him. "Granger, just rest assured that my decision has been made, and I have no desireor intention to change it. We will deal with my parents when we have to. Can we change the subject now?"

	She pulled in a long breath like she intended to argue, but her shoulders relaxed as she exhaled, and she tilted her head with acceptance. "Okay," she said, her attention diverted as Teddy made a small noise. She looked back to Draco with the ghost of a mischievoussmile tugging at her lips. "Would you like to hold the baby?"

	He choked on his indignation. "Absolutelynot." "Why not? He is your cousin, and-

	"Secondcousin."

	"Technically, he's your first cousin once removed," she corrected. "And that still has'cousin' in the title."

	"That's beside the point, I'm not holding him," he shook his head firmly. "Aside from thefact that Tonks would beat me to death with a rusty shovel if I dropped him, I don't want to."

	"You're not going to drop him. And even if you did, we're on thebed-"Granger-

	"If you hold him, I'll make you a hot chocolate," she offered with a grin. "Withcream." "That's a weak bribe," he scoffed. "I am perfectly capable of making my own drinks- "Oh, come on, you know you love the hot chocolates I make."

	"I know no such thing," he retorted, eyeing her inquisitively. "Why are you so determinedto get me to hold him?"

	Hermione's smile fell for a moment, and she contemplated telling him that it was because she thought family was important; that even if his parents had disowned him, he still had other blood relatives that he could turn to. She thought about telling him that she had a feeling Andromeda, Tonks, and Teddy might become more significant to him than he could possibly foresee at this point in time, and that she wanted him to have more than her and his friendson the Light side. That even though blood might not be thicker than their water, it helped to keep the heart beating.

	"My arms are getting a bit tired," she told him instead. "And plus, I…I guess it wouldbe interesting to watch."

	 

	
He hummed under his breath, evidently unconvinced by her reasoning. "If you let me takethe piss out of Weasel-bee and Potter for a day without making faces or complaining, then you

	haveadeal."

	"There's no chance I would agree tothat- "Half a day."

	"Draco-

	"Fine, fine," he groused. "Honestly, you have no sense of humour. Fine, one hotchocolate-"Okay-

	"Everymorning,untilIgetsickofthem,"hefinishedwithasmugtiltofhischin."Deal?"

	"Deal," she echoed, quicker than he'd expected. "Right, settle your arms in your laplikemine."

	Releasing a perturbed breath that disturbed his fringe and already regretting this,he mimicked the angles of her arms. "Like this?"

	"That's fine," she said, leaning forward to carefully transfer the baby into his hold."That's good, just mind his head. There you go."

	Draco adjusted his elbows and hands to accommodate Teddy's small frame, alternating his position until he managed to find a semi-comfortable spot with the baby's head nestledinto the curve of his arm. Teddy made a few quiet sounds of discomfort and fidgeted a little

	before he calmed, staring up at Draco with a wide gaze for one long moment, but then they fell shut, and Draco felt some of his qualms dissipate as the baby yawned with whatseemed to be contentment.

	"See,"saidHermioneasCrookshankscrawledintoherlap."It'snotsobad,isit?"

	He raised his cynical eyes to her and grunted. "If he gives any indication that he's goingto shit or vomit, I'm pointing him in your direction."

	"Andtheysaychivalry'sdead."

	Heregrettedhisnextquestionbeforeitevenfoundhim."Ipresumeyouwantchildrenthen?"

	"Not for a while," she replied, more for his benefit than hers. "But someday. Maybe two,I think. I always wanted a sibling, so I think I'd like more than one."

	He frowned with unease, intending to change the topic to something a little less profound,but Teddy's small fingers coiled around his thumb with a grip that felt very real, and he looked back down at the slumbering child with a peculiar sense of incredulity.

	"Hehasnoideathere'sawargoingon,"saidDracovacantly."Doeshe?"

	 

	
When his eyes returned to Hermione, he couldn't decide if she looked hopeful orhopeless. "No, he has no idea."

	"Luckyhim."

	"Yes,"shenoddedblankly."Luckyhim."

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	Draco managed to stifle the telling look of affection that almost stole his features. Theway Hermione's nose wrinkled as she laughed at something Blaise had said was undeniably charming, but he was too aware of the others in the room; Blaise, Lovegood, and Theo.

	Instead, he rested his arm against the back of her chair, giving her shoulders a secret strokeas he did so.

	"It was simply a cooking experiment," Luna said passively. "I wasn't aware that mixing Lavender root and Valerian would react with the cake ingredients in suchan…interestingway."

	"Oh fuck, I remember those cakes," Theo nodded. "Yeah, they made the room spin, and allI saw was bright colours for five hours."

	"At least you weren't sick on the carpet," Blaise muttered, rising from his seat. "Do youwant another coffee, Luna?"

	"I'llhaveaherbalteaplease."

	"Blaise," said Draco. "Make me a coffee while you'reup." "Do I look like your House-elf? Make it yourself."

	"Prick," he mumbled half-heartedly, also getting to his feet. "Do you wantanything,Granger?"

	"No,I'mfine,thankyou.Ihaven'tfinishedthis."

	Theo sniggered and rolled his eyes. "I might have another tea. Do you want…Oh wait, no.I don't have anyone to ask."

	Luna moved her lazy eyes over to him. "Was that a hint that you're uncomfortable withbeing the metaphorical fifth wheel, Theo?"

	 

	
"On the contrary, Lovegood," he said quickly. Hermione thought perhaps too quickly."I prefer being by myself. Although, if I was going to burden myself with a girlfriend-

	"Burden yourself?" Hermione repeated, taking a slow sip of her tea. "Isn't that atadpessimistic?"

	"Yeah, hello, my name is Theo and I'm a Slytherin," he quipped. "As I was saying, if Iwas going to have a girlfriend, apparently goody girls from the boring Houses are in fashion-

	"GoodygirlsfromtheboringHouses?Excuseme,but-

	"You know, you interrupt people a lot," he remarked drolly. "Yes, goody girls from theboring Houses.Istandbythatdescription.Whichbringsmetomypointactually.Idon'tsuppose you know if the Patil twins are currently single and partial to some kinky shit, Granger?"

	Hermione coughed mid-swallow, sputtering and choking up her tea and trying to shield it behind her hands. Through the haze of her watering eyes, she saw Draco come up behind Theo and smack the upside of his head with the flat of his palm, and the urge to laughonly made her choking worse, especially when Theo flinched like a reprimanded child. She felt Draco's hand on her back then, rubbing slow and soothing circles between her shoulder blades and easing away the stress in her throat.

	"Youalright?"

	"I'm okay, I'm okay," she breathed once it had diminished, giving Draco a gratefulsmile. "Sorry, that just caught me off guard."

	Draco grinned down at her, his eyes almost soft with amusement, and Hermione lostherself in the surreality of his calm expression for a moment. She wondered if he was even aware

	how different his features acted when he was in the company of people he evidently feltquite comfortable with, and she thought she felt something as she studied him; a little spark of heat in the numb spot beneath her stomach, but before she could give it any mind, the kitchen

	dooropened,andinwalkedHarry.

	The change in the room's atmosphere was immediate, and her smile faded as she watchedher best friend hesitate by the doorframe, his face uncertain and perhaps even a bit nervous. His eyes narrowed behind his spectacles, warily shifting between Theo, Blaise and Draco, and

	HermionefeltDraco'shandpressfirmeragainstherback.

	"Hello, Harry," Luna broke the silence, seemingly oblivious to the tension between thefour young wizards. "Would you like something to eat? I can warm up the soup Tonks made?"

	"I'm fine, Luna, thank you," he replied, turning to Hermione. "I need to talk to you.Inprivate."

	"Yes,ofcourse,"shesaid."You'llhavetohelpmewalkthough."

	He nodded and made his way towards her, and she noticed he kept his eyes down, refusingto acknowledge the Slytherin boys as he helped her to her feet and began to carefully lead her

	 

	
out the room. Draco kept his eyes fixed on the pair of retreating forms, noting absentlythat Hermione's balance had definitely improved, and waiting until Potter had closed the door behind him until he dropped into a chair and grunted with distaste.

	"I guess you'd better get used to Potter and Weasley pissing on your parade,"commentedTheo.

	"He's such a dickhead," mumbled Draco. "Honestly, he probably wants Granger to helptie his shoelaces, or it's something just as insignificant and he asked her to go with him just to prove a point."

	"I think their friendship is lovely," Luna said suddenly, and her three companions shot her baffled looks. "They're like brother and sister and they've been through a lot together. You rarely see friendships like that really, when you think about it." She rose from her seat and brushedawaythetoastcrumbsinherlap."IthinkI'llgoandhelpTonkswiththelaundry."

	Blaisemadetofollowher."I'llgiveyouahand."

	"You know," said Draco, after the door had clicked shut behind Blaise, leaving Theo and himself alone in the kitchen. "I never thought Blaise would become so…attached to agirl. He's like a clingy pet."

	"And you're so muchbetter?" "I'm not that bloody bad."

	"You're not far off," he muttered, but then Theo's features seemed to wilt, and he almost appeared upset. "It must be pretty…decent for you two though; to have someone likethat."

	Dracocouldn'thelpbutgawpathisfriend."Whatthehellareyouonabout?"

	"You know what I mean," he sighed. "If You-Know-Who wins this war, then we'll all be killed anyway, and it won't matter. But if we win, then people are hardly just going toaccept us straight away with our Death Eater parents and the things we did before. At least you and Blaise and have someone who will give a shit about you. At least you won't be alone."

	Draco's brow furrowed as he rolled those words around in his head, watchingTheo's shoulders slump and hands clasp tightly together.

	"You won't be alone," he offered, somewhat uncomfortably. "You know, I might needyou around to help me come up with new names for Potter and Weasley."

	Theo smirked. "You mean one-wank-Weasley andpity-whore-Potter?""Exactly."

	.

	 

	
***

	 

	 

	.

	In the rare moments Hermione stopped fretting about the war, it always seemed to sneak upon her with a new threat, and she wondered if she should feel guilty for letting itoccasionally slip into the dormant part of her brain.

	She sat on her bed, testing the wand's weight in her hands and trying to ignore the uneasy twitch in her gut. She could practically feel it resisting her; the residual Dark magicscalding her fingertips as she timidly fiddled with it and ran her thumb along its edge. Ollivander's

	earlier words for it rang in herears.Unyielding.

	She couldn't help but think of all the people who had suffered or been killed by the will ofthis wand; Sirius, Frank and Alice Longbottom, Dobby, herself, and Merlin knew how many others. She hated the thought of using it, but it had been the most logical option, and she'd opted herself to become its new owner. Both Harry and Ollivander had agreed that with her magical capabilities and proficiency in spells, she was the most likely candidate who wouldbe able to harness its powers effectively. And if Harry could use Pettigrew's wand, the man who had betrayed his parents, then she could certainly learn to adapt to using Bellatrix's12¾ inches of walnut with a dragon heartstring core.

	According to Harry, Ron had managed to disarm Fenir at the Manor, and presumed hestill had that wand, assuring Hermione he'd ask once Ron was willing to speak to him again.

	They'd tried knocking on his door and found it locked, which had at least confirmed Ronwas using someone's wand.

	After sitting in a room for an hour with the fragile and frail wandmaker, and listening to him describe the properties of Pettigrew's and Belletraix's wands and possible methods thatmight make handling them easier, Hermione had assumed little else would be discussed. But then Harry had raised the topic of the Elder Wand; had revealed that he'd had a vision, in which Voldemort had acquired it, and Hermione's head still felt a little dizzy from that revelation.

	Harry had then helped her back to her bedroom and they'd spent a few more hours discussing the ramifications of Voldemort possessing the Elder Wand, sorting through Hermione'seighty or so books and trying to separate the ones that were likely to include any details about the

	elusiveartefact.

	With a pile of thirteen books set aside, which Hermione had organised in order of relevance and reliability, she'd promised Harry she would read through them and see what she could find, but had warned him not get his hopes up, fearing that the majority of the contextwould be based on rumours and folklore. Having already read up on the Deathly Hallows during

	their stay in the Forest of Dean, she knew that there was little to work with, and almost allof her findings would consist of hearsay. After searching three books for anything significant

	 

	
and finding nothing, she'd decided it might be more beneficial to try some simple spellswith Bellatrix's wand, just to ease her into the habit of using it.

	That was where she found herself now; anxiously twisting it between her thumbs and fingers and considering an Accio to get started, but the bedroom door opened before she couldbegin, and she literally felt Draco's outrage as he took her in, toying with a wand he would easilyrecognise.

	"What the fuck are you doing with that?" he demanded harshly. "That'd better notbe- "Bellatrix's wand," she finished for him. "Yes, it is."

	"Whythehelldoyouhavethatthing?"

	"Harry and Ron disarmed Bellatrix," she explained, exhaling slowly before she wenton. "And I'm going to be using it now."

	Draco felt his eyes bulge of their own accord, and a vein in his throat throbbed as hisanger rose into his mouth. "You are NOT using that wand!"

	Herfeaturescreasedupwithoffence."Iwasn'taskingforyourbloodypermission-

	"Do you have any fucking idea how many people have been killed and tortured bythat thing?" he ranted. "Probably hundreds between this war and the last!"

	"I'mawareofthat!"sheretorted."Butwandsdon'tkillandtorture,Draco,peopledo,"

	"It's not that simple and you know it! Wands chose their owners, remember? That thingis evil and you will not be able to control it-

	"Yes,Iwill!"

	"Aside from the fact that you're a Muggle-born and the wand will sense that, you aretoo good for it!" he shouted furiously. "It will do everything it can to work against you-

	"There is no other option!" she yelled back at him. "Our wands were taken by theSnatchers and Tonks doesn't have any spares. We have to work with what is available to us-

	"So this was Potter'sidea?" "No, it was mine!"

	"Andwhosewandisheusing?"heaskedcurtly."Rudolfus'Isuppose?Ormyfather's?"

	"No,he'susingPettigrew'swand,"sherepliedsteadily."AndIcanassureyouthatitisfar

	more difficult for him than it is for me. But, as I said, we have to work with what isavailable to us-

	"This is fucking ridiculous," he mumbled, rubbing his eyes with the heels of his hands, and raking his fingers back through his hair. "Why aren't you listening to me? You arecompletely

	 

	
underestimatinghowevilthatthingis-

	"Or perhaps you're underestimating me and my abilities," she fired back. "I know I cando this, so stop it! I have already made up my mind-

	"ForMerlin'ssake,Granger,whydoyouhavetobesosoddingstubborn?"

	"I'm being stubborn?" she repeated incredulously. "You're the one who won't let thisdrop- "You can use my wand," he blurted, and it was almost a plea. "Just use mine."

	Hermione stilled, momentarily struck speechless by how easily he offered his mostprecious item as a wizard to her. "You know that's not a suitable option," she murmured.

	"Whynot?"

	"Because then you wouldn't have awand- "We could share-

	"But why should we share when there is this wand to use? And you know, I felt your wand resist me when I used it yesterday," she told him, noticing his expression turned slightly troubled with that comment. "If you would be using it too, then it would take even longerforit to become accustomed to me. It makes more sense that I use this wand, and you know it."

	Draco clenched his eyes shut, grinding his teeth. "I'm not going to be able to talk you outof this, am I?"

	"No."

	"You can be such a pain in the arse sometimes, Granger," he grumbled, but the irritationin his tone had simmered. "You really can."

	Shesmiledalittle."Iknow."

	Suddenly feeling quite exhausted, Draco sat himself on the bed, hunching forward and perching his elbows atop his knees. He was just considering listing several more reasonswhy his suggestion might be appropriate, but he felt her fingers reach out and absently strokeacross the dents of his wrist, and his objection withered before he had a chance to voice it.

	"I know it's hardly convenient," she spoke softly. "But nothing is ever convenientduring times of war."

	Draco's lips twitched. "Then I guess...Well, at least let me help you with it," he said reluctantly. "I've seen her use it, and I know its character. I might be able to give yousome advice on it, or something."

	"I would appreciate that," she agreed quickly, leaning forward so she could peck thebarely- there dimple at the corner of his mouth. "Thank you, Draco."

	 

	
ChapterEndNotes

	 

	 

	Sorry about the huge wait, guys! But you know…Christmas kinda keeps everyone busy, and I've had a few assignments and stuff, but yeah…sorry! Also, I'm sorry this is kindofa filler chapter, but I promise the pace will be picking up after this, but there were just

	some things that needed to be brought up in this chapter and stuff…and yeah,I'm blabbing! But sorry if it's a bit crap and boring, but I promise this is the last filler chapter! (I'm pretty sure it is anyway…)

	Thanks for all your lovely reviews and messages, and I hope you all had awonderful Christmas,andallthebestfortheNewYear!ReadandReview!Thanksforreading!

	Bex-chan

	 

	
Flaws

	 

	ChapterNotes

	 

	 

	Just the usual song recs! I have a few... Florence and the Machine - Bedroom Hymns, The XX - Crystallised, and Glen Hansard and Marketa Irglova - If you want me. Hope they work well for the chapter! Let me know if you have any song suggestions!Thank you to Elizabeth (wandofhawthorn) for betaing!

	 

	 

	See the end of the chapter for morenotes

	 

	 

	Draco wasn't sure if he'd woken up with a headache, or if it was the headache itself thathad caused him to stir not long before five in the morning. Either way, it was there, hammering against the backs of his eye-sockets, and he gritted his teeth against the pain.

	Whilehecouldn'trememberanythingspecific,heknewhe'dbeentormentedbynightmares

	for the majority of the night — could feel the ruthlessness of them in the cold sweatdribbling down his back — and instinct told him they'd most likely revolved around Granger, hisparents, and Voldemort. It was probably why his arm was wrapped so tightly around Hermione's midriff, and why her hair was tousled at an odd angle, disturbed by his heavybreathing.

	He released his hold on her and sat up, trying to ease away his headache by clicking his neck and massaging the bridge of his nose. At the foot of the bed, Crookshanks was curled upintoa tight ball, one eye peeking out from under his paw and studying Draco curiously.

	"Buggeroff,ugly,"hewhispered,tossingbackthecoversandleavingthebed.

	As expected, he was parched, and he pulled on some clothes and collected his wand beforehe left the bedroom, intending to grab a drink from the kitchen and hunt for a vial of Dreamless Sleep potion. But when he collided with something that felt very much like a human just

	outside the door in the dark hallway, he jumped and barely managed to stifle a bark of surprise. Fumbling with his wand and casting a Lumos, he rolled his eyes when thelight caught the offending person's lopsided grin.

	"Fuckinghell,Theo,"hissedDraco."Areyoutryingtoscaretheshitofme?"

	"Well, I wasn't trying," he quipped. "But it was certainly an amusingaccident." "What the hell are you doing out here?"

	"I'm assuming the same thing as you. I can't sleep, and I'm thirsty. Or are you just goingto the bathroom?"

	"No,I'mgoingtothekitchen,"hesaid,headingtowardsthestairs."Comeonthen."

	 

	
"So, why can't you sleep?" asked Theo. "Does Grangersnore?""No."

	"Does she fidget alot?""No."

	"Doesshe-

	"It'snothingtodowithGranger!"hegrowledasharshlyaspossibleinahushedvoice.

	"Nightmares then," he said in a knowing tone, shrugging at Draco's confused look. "We all get them. Blaise used to have really bad ones; used to wake up screaming his lungs rawand puking for hours. It's kind of inevitable, I guess. No one ever really sleeps during war."

	Draco was still contemplating how he could rationally reply to Theo's remark as theyreached the kitchen door, and had either of them been paying attention, they might've heard the

	muffled voices on the other side. Ron and Harry were sat at the table, their heads snappingup and their mouths falling shut as Draco pushed open the door and interrupted whatever conversation they'd been having. Ron was on his feet in a second, straightening his spine and glaring at Draco, his lip curled back in anger and his hands fisted at his sides. Taking a few nonchalant strides into the room, Draco simply cocked his head and flashed Weasley a condescending smirk, eyeing his rival up and down for effect.

	Ron still possessed that slightly disorientated and frazzled air about him, like someone had flipped him upside down and he was unsuccessfully trying to adapt to a topsy-turvy worldor,

	Dracothought,thatMugglemetaphoraboutafishoutofwater.Despiteanimprovement

	since the last time they'd quarrelled in this very room, Weasley still looked on edge, andeven from a distance, Draco could make out his bloodshot eyes and gnawed fingernails. Judging from Potter's exasperated expression and Weasley's flushed complexion, Draco deduced that he and Theo had interrupted a rather intense discussion, not that he particularly cared.

	"Great," remarked Theo flatly from behind him. "It's the tactless twosome. No, wait. Ican come up with something better than that-

	"What the hell do you want?" demanded Ron, his stance hostile and his teeth bared inan semi-snarl. "I said, what the hell do you want?"

	"I fucking heard you, Weasley," Draco scowled. "Calm down, you'll give yourselfanosebleed-

	"I'llgiveyouafuckingnosebleed,"hethreatened.

	"Wehey! Weasley's got his wit back," taunted Draco, taking a few cocky steps into theroom. "Someone alert The Prophet -

	"I am warning you, Malfoy, I will break that sodding pointy nose poking out of yourface- Draco scoffed. "I'm terrified-

	 

	
"Come on then, wanker!" the redhead spat, jerking his body forward aggressively. "I'llsmack that bloody smirk off your face-

	"Ron," said Harry, rising to his feet and stepping into his friend's path. "Just relax aminute,mate-

	"No!Wewereherefirst!"

	Theo snickered behind Draco. "Ten points to the Gryffin-dick for stating theobvious." "And you can shut your bloody mouth and all, Nott! You lanky prick-

	"Oh,comeonnow,Weasley,"hesaid,rollinghiseyes."Thatalmosthurtmyfeelings-

	"Why don't you just piss off back to your fucking father?" Ron spat coldly. "Oh wait, Daddy won't have you without a Dark Mark stamped on your arm, bent over and kissingYou-Know- Who's feet!"

	Draco cocked an irate eyebrow and twisted his head to Theo, just in time to witness all the humourdrainfromhisface,andthenhisexpressionturnedhardandsharpwithrage.Draco

	could see the flashes of fury sparking in his friend's eyes, a vein bulging in his throat, andhis nostrils flaring with the early warnings of a looming outburst, but before Draco could even

	consideracalmingword,Theoerupted.

	"DON'T YOU DARE MENTION MY FATHER, WEASLEY!" he yelled, heaving in afew sobering breaths to steady himself. "You talk about my father again, and I swear-

	"You'llwhat?"challengedRon."Whatthehellwillyoudo,Nott?"

	"I'd break your fucking jaw if I didn't think I'd catch something, like rabies orpoverty!" "You think you're better off than me without Daddy's inheritance?"

	Theo charged forward a few steps. "I TOLD YOU NOT TO MENTION MYBLOODYFATHER!"

	"WELL,IDID!"Ronshouted,shovingasideHarry."Touchedanervethere,haveI,Nott?"

	"Fuck this," Theo mumbled, digging his hand into his pocket and trying to remove hiswand, but his fingers were shaking with impatience, and Weasley had his wand out first.

	"Stupefy!"yelledRon,buthisaimwasoff,andtheincantationwasweak.

	The spell caught Theo at an odd angle, not precise enough to knock him unconscious, but it kicked him off his feet and sent his body flying, skidding across the floor. Glancing behindto checkTheowasalright,Dracothenhastilywithdrewhisownwandandhurledan Impediment Jinx at Weasley, successfully catching him right in the chest and throwing him backwards until he crashed into the wall with a loud thump. Before Draco could even take a moment to smirk as Weasley groaned with pain, he heard Potter shout, "Expelliarmus!" andhe watched his wand leave his grip and land in Potter's ready hand.

	 

	
"Givemybloodywandback,Potter!"hesnapped.

	As he marched forward and glared down Harry, he was vaguely aware that both Theo and Ron had risen from the floor and were stalking towards each other with clenched fists and adrenaline-fuelled tempers. They were all charging at each other, set to clash in the centreof the room like warring stags defending their territory, but before they could collide, a new

	voice was calling out aspell."Dispersum!"

	AndDracofelttheforceofthespellinhisstomach,pickinghimupoffhisfeetandlifting him upwards until he was effectively pinned — half against the ceiling and half between two walls — locked in place in one of the room's ceiling corners. Lifting his head, he discovered that Theo, Weasley and Potter were in similar predicaments; all wedged in the room's ceiling corners, squirming with unease like flies tangled up in cobwebs. Twisting his body andtrying to break the spell's seize on him, Draco's eyes settled on the caster, and he paused hisstruggling.

	Hermione was stood near the door; her arm outstretched with Bellatrix's wand sitting somewhat awkwardly in her hand. Her hair was wild around her face, tousled by sleep,and

	her expression was tense, fixed in a disapproving frown with her cheekbones enhanced byher pursedlips,andhereyeshalf-liddedinscrutinisingslits.Barefoot,stillwobblyonherfeet, and clad in a tattered, purple bathrobe that was probably two sizes too large for her (possibly Tonks' from her pregnancy, Draco concluded), she still somehow managed to lookintimidating.

	"Hermione!"exclaimedWeasley."Letusdown!"

	"No!"shefiredback."Youshouldallbeashamedofyourselves!Therearepeopledying

	because of this war, and you lot can't get over your pathetic school rivalries? Do youhonestly hate each other that much that you are willing to let it potentially affect the outcome of thiswar?"

	Dracoclearedhisthroat."Granger-

	"I am not finished, Draco!" she cut him off with a firm look. "You are not boys anymore!You are men! So bloody act like it and show some maturity and dignity!"

	"Hermione,"triedHarry."Letusdown,andwecan-

	"No, Harry, you will all stay where you are until I am done!" she ranted on, changing thetilt of the wand slightly so that the pressure holding the four of them in place bordered onpainful, and they all grunted with discomfort. "I will not have you lot bickering and arguing

	like a bunch of second-years! I refuse to be a referee to my friends and boyfriend anymore,so you will just-

	"Granger," Theo interrupted, and Draco rolled his eyes at his friend' s apparent death wish."I would just like to point out that as I am not your boyfriend and technically not one of your friends either, I shouldn't be included-

	 

	
"Shut up, Theo," she snapped. "I am done trying to reason and play peacemaker to you all!I am not asking you to be friends or even get along, but I am telling you to put aside your ridiculous issues and tolerate each other, or so help me, I will give you boys hell!"

	Draco's eyebrows shot up high on his forehead and he wondered when he'd last seen her like this;soflusteredandinfuriatedthatshewaspracticallyvibratingwiththeheatofher outburst. He glanced at the others, finding matching expressions of disbelief on their facesas they regarded the furious witch and the ominous grip she had on Bellatrix's wand.

	"I will say this one last time," said Hermione, her voice eerily steady now. "You willtolerate each other, you will put aside any resentment from Hogwarts, and you will do it now. Is that understood?" The silence that replied to her was so deep it rumbled, and she sucked in aharsh breath, bending her wrist slightly and altering the slant of Bellatrix's wand in a foreboding way. "I said, is that understood?"

	"Yes,"Harryrushedout."Iunderstand."

	"Yeah,gotit,"noddedTheo."Blahblahblah,hugaHufflepuff.Canwecomedownnow?"

	Hermione ignored him, her eyes darting between the two wizards who had yet torespond. "Ron? Draco?" she prompted impatiently. "Well?"

	"Fine,"Ronforcedoutthroughgrindingteeth.

	"Whatever," grumbled Draco, licking his teeth stubbornly when Hermione narrowed herstare at him. "Fucking fine, yes, just let us the hell down!"

	"Good,"shesaidinaclippedtone."Weareallverballyagreedthen."

	With that, she lowered the wand and released the spell, crossing her over her chest as thefour wizards slid down the walls and dropped to the floor in graceless heaps with heavy thuds.

	Draco groaned as he climbed to his feet, reaching behind himself to nurse his bruisedcoccyx, and watching Hermione warily as she seemed to consider the situation with that pensive look of hers that usually led to a decision he didn't like.

	"Harry, Theo, Draco," she addressed them when they were all standing, moving her handsto her hips. "Go to bed. I want to talk to Ron."

	Draco's face morphed into an incensed scowl before he scoffed loudly, ignoring the bemused glances exchanged between the other three as he shook his head and tensed his jaw. "Areyou fucking kidding me?" he asked her. "Granger, there is no way-

	"It was not a request," she told him, tilting her head to fire him a stern glare. "I'mserious. You three, go to bed."

	Draco was speechless for a moment, watching her while she offered Potter a gratefulhalf- smile as he made to leave the room without argument. Theo followed but lingered by the

	door,evidentlywaitingforDraco,andtryingtocatchhisattention—notthathenoticed.He

	 

	
was too busy frowning at his girlfriend and exercising all his restraint to not throw hisfist into Weasley's gloating face.

	"What the hell do you think you are playing at?" he demanded, stepping towards her."You expect me to-

	"Youjustagreedtotolerate-

	"Ineveragreedtoleavingyoualoneinaroomwithhim!"

	"Draco, do not test me tonight," she warned under her breath. "I need to talk to him andI want to do it alone, so go to bed, and I will be up when I am finished-

	"Idon'tbloodythinkso-

	"Draco, I am serious," she said stiffly, and something about the hardness in her featurestold Draco that this was an argument that he was not going to win. "This needs to be done and it will be easier if you aren't here. Now, for the last time, go to bed and I will be up shortly. I won't say it again."

	He growled behind his teeth, flashing Ron a menacing scowl for good measure beforehe turned to Hermione with a pointed look. "We will discuss this after you're finished," hehissed.

	He brushed past her in a purposefully cold manner, striding towards the door and almost knocking Theo over as he barged out the room, slamming the door behind him withenough force to make the hinges screech. He was seething. Completely and utterly enraged; all his muscles rigid and taut with anger and his blood rushing through his system as he stormed down the corridor with Theo close behind.

	"So...," mumbled Theo. "No points for guessing who wears the trousers in yourrelationship- "Shut it," he spat.

	"Just an observation," he defended. "I have no shame in admitting that I am a bit terrifiedof your girlfriend. She's scary when she's all bossy like that-

	"Damnit,Theo,fuckoff!"

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	 

	
Hermione winced to the harsh bang of the door, but the silence that followed andwedged itself between her and Ron was even more disruptive.

	She studied him intently, her heart sinking when he refused to make eye contact or give any indication that he was aware of her presence. He simply stood there; his gaze focused on the floor and his posture stiff with uncertainty. Sighing heavily, she moved forward and sat atthe table, tucking Bellatrix's wand into the pocket of her bathrobe before she leaned forward and clasped her hands together in rather business-like fashion.

	"Ron," she said gently. "Sit downplease- "I don't bloody want-

	"Sitdown,andcalmyourself,"shetoldhiminanauthoritativetone."Weneedtotalk."

	If it was possible, his body appeared to seize up even more, but he lifted his gaze andpeeked at her between the untidy strands of his red fringe. "I'm not sure what I can say to you."

	"Youcansayanythingtome.Youknowthat."

	"Well, that was before all this," he frowned. "Before I knew about your...thing withhim." "I'm still the same person, Ron," she said. "I'm still me."

	"Areyou?"

	She flinched at that, nervously tucking a stray lock of hair behind her ear. "Look,I understand that you're angry with me-

	"That's the thing," he stopped her. "I'm not angry at you, I am...I don't know. I justdon't know, Hermione."

	"Please just sit down," she bade, feeling a small wave of relief when he actually did sothis time. He exhaled as he dropped down into the chair opposite her, resting his hands on the table. She tried to reach out and hold them, but he pulled them away from hers before she could even graze his knuckles. "Ron," she tried. "Please, talk to me-

	"Hermione,it'snotthateasy-

	"Ifyoujusttry,"shepleadedwithhim."Justsaysomething,andit-

	"I think you were right," he rushed out, almost too fast for her to absorb. "About us, Imean. I've been thinking about what you said for the last couple of days, about how we wouldn't work. I was imagining what it would be like to be in a relationship with you, and you know what I thought? I thought it would be nice, and then I remembered that nice is the worst

	word-

	"In the English language," she finished for him with a knowing nod. "I'm sorry, I justdon't think we're...designed to be together like that."

	 

	
"No," he agreed in a slightly distant voice. "No, maybe we're not. I thought we werethough. Hell, everyone did."

	"If the majority was always right, there would be no progress," she murmured, moreto herself. "Sorry, I just mean that...people see what they want to see sometimes."

	"I do love you," Ron told her sincerely. "But...I don't know if it's as a friend or assomething more. It's confusing the hell out of me, and maybe if I don't know, that means it's not what I thought. Does that make sense?"

	"Yes,itdoes,"sheassuredhim."Itmakesalotofsenseactually."

	"It's like..." he tried awkwardly, rubbing the back of his head in that endearingly clumsy fashion of his. "It's like, when I thought you were dying, I wasn't thinking, 'that's the girlI

	love,' I was thinking, 'that's my best friend,' and...when I was thinking about it afterwards,it just sort of hit me, you know?"

	"I know," she said, and when she reached to grab his hand this time, he didn't resist. "Iknow what you mean."

	"We really wouldn't have worked, would we?" he muttered sadly. "It's like you said,we would be too convenient. And you and me-

	"You and I," she corrected automatically, but she covered her mouth and grimaced."I'm sorry, it's not the time-

	"But that's who you are," he shrugged. "And there's another thing right there. I don't understand what you're on about some of the time. If we were together, I'd spend half theday with my head in a dictionary trying to catch up."

	"Ron,you'renotstupid-

	"But I'm not on your level, and I never will be," he went on. "You see, I get that, I really do. I'mnotangrythatwearen'ttogether.Iknewtherewasalwaysachancethatcouldhappen. I'm angry because...because it's Malfoy. I just...I can't understand that. I don't feel likeyou've dumped me, I feel like you've betrayed me. As a friend."

	"It's difficult to explain," she breathed. "I mean, I lived with Draco for months. I got toknow him. I promise you, he's not that...that prat he was-

	"Seems like it," he grumbled. "He still acts like a completetosser." "Look, I know he can rude, and short-tempered-

	"Tonameafew-

	"Butthatdoesn'tmakehimabadperson,"shecontinuedpersistently."Youhavequitea

	temper yourself, you know. And I know I can be bossy and stubborn, and I always have tobe right, and Harry is stubborn too when it comes to accepting help, and it makes him reckless.

	 

	
We all have our flaws, Ron, it's what makes us human. Draco might be a lot of things, buthe is not who he was. He's not bad. The fact that he's here proves that."

	"Buteverythinghedidtous.Toyou,"Ronargued."Howcanyoujustforgetallthat?"

	Shehesitatedandrubbedherlipstogether,contemplatinghowsheshouldevenbeginto

	rationalise her reasoning to Ron. She stretched across the table to grasp his hands again, and the words that settled on her tongue felt bizarre and a little heavy, but they were falling outof her mouth before she could attempt to stop them.

	"Draco's like...snow," said Hermione quietly, her gaze absent and distracted. "It's cold andcruel to begin with, but it's somehow beautiful, and you miss it when it's not there. And ifyou hold it in your hands close enough and long enough, it changes. It melts."

	She inhaled, and the sound of it snatched her from her trance. Lifting her head, she caught Ron's puzzled eyes, and her cheeks began to burn with embarrassment. Even in thecompany of the people who knew her best, she didn't like losing her usual control and logic, but the wistful metaphor had been so persistent. She was preparing what to say next, planning to regain her composure and appropriate prudence for their discussion, but Ron beat her to it.

	"Youreallylovehim,don'tyou?"heasked."Imean,youreallydo."

	"Yes, I do," she replied, trying to stifle a smile. "I think this might be it forme." Ron frowned. "But why him?"

	"I...don't know how to explain it," she confessed hesitantly. "I just do. Some things just are,I guess. Perhaps you're not supposed to try and reason things like love."

	He grinned, and the familiar compassion in his expression instantly comforted her. "Evenyou won't try to reason it?"

	"Evenme."

	"And he loves you?" asked Ron, looking slightly uncomfortable with the question. "He'stoldyou?"

	"He hasn't said it, but I know he does," she said honestly. "The fact that he's here isproof enough for me."

	Lowering his eyes to their linked hands, he remained silent for a moment and chewedhis tongue with thought. "You know, Lupin came to see yesterday morning."

	"Hedid?"

	"Yeah," he nodded. "He talked to me for a while; told me about how hard it was for Sirius to separate himself from his family, and that Malfoy would be going through the same thing.I'd never really thought of it like that, but...as much as I hate to admit it, it did make me think."

	"Good,"shemumbled,uncertainwhatelsesheshouldsay."That's...good."

	 

	
"And after the whole Malfoy Manor thing," he said reluctantly. "The way Malfoy reactedto seeing you like you were...he completely freaked out, and that made me think too."

	"Soundslikeyou'vebeendoingalotofthinking,"shecommentedwithabriefsmile.

	"Yeah, it's been giving me headaches," he joked half-heartedly, but then his expressionturned serious. "Look, Hermione, I can't stand Malfoy-

	"Iknow-

	"And I'm not making any promises that that will change," he told her bluntly. "I doubt I ever will like the prick. But..." he sighed, pausing to rub at the faint stubble on his chin. "IfTonks and Remus and Luna can stomach him, I guess I can...try to get used to him."

	"Youwill?"shegasped,tryingtoreigninherelation."Youmeanit?"

	"Yeah, I'll try," he repeated. "I promise you, I will try. I'll have to, won't I? It's notworth losing you."

	Shetightenedherholdonhishands."Youcouldneverloseme."

	"And you have to promise you won't lie to me again," he insisted. "I mean it,Hermione." "I swear, I won't," she agreed quickly. "I'm sorry. For everything."

	"I know. I'm sorry too. It's been weird, not talking to you these last few days," he admitted, giving her hands a slight squeeze. "It's like I've been missing a limb. A bossy limb thattalks too much and corrects my grammar, but a limb nonetheless."

	She laughed, but it was a short laugh of relief more than anything, and meeting his eyes across the table, she asked the question that had been making her brain sweat sinceshe'd fallen for Draco. "We're going to be okay, aren't we?"

	"Yeah,"hesaid,offeringherareassuringsmile."Yeah,we'llbefine."

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	Draco stopped his pacing to check the clock again, swearing under his breath whenhe realised its long hand had barely moved two ticks since the last time.

	Herecommencedhisagitatedsteps,marchingbackandforthacrossthelengthofthe bedroomlikeacageddragonandwithasmuchfirescaldingthetipofhistongue.Ithadbeen

	 

	
closetohalfanhoursinceHermionehaddismissedhimsoabruptlyfromthekitchentobe

	alone with Weasley, and the heat of the resentment had been swelling up inside of him likea blister set to burst. Grinding his teeth and wondering how many more minutes he could

	endure waiting, he was just about ready to stalk back downstairs and intrude on theirlittle reunion when the door opened.

	His head snapped up as Hermione slipped into the room with her chin lifted defiantly,her steady gaze skimming him, analysing him like one of her books. His mouth was already open, ready to release a livid tirade, but she turned her back to him as she shut the door, mumbling incantations under her breath and slowly waving Bellatrix's wand.

	"Whatthehellareyoudoing?"

	"I'm locking the door and casting a Silencing Spell so nobody will hear me yelling atyou," she said matter-of-factly. "Almost done-

	"You'regoingtoyellatme?"hescoffed."Youwerecompletelyoutofline!"

	She spun around with an affronted expression. "Me? I was out of line? How in Merlin'sname did you reach that conclusion?"

	"The way you fucking dismissed me like that!" he snapped harshly. "You made me looklike an idiot!"

	She rolled her eyes. "You accomplished that all byyourself." "Don't bloody patronise me-

	"I am completely serious!" she shouted irately, stepping towards him and prodding hischest with her finger. "You were behaving like children! I mean, honestly. Bickering like kids and starting pathetic fights, and you-

	"Hey!"heinterrupted."Weasleywastheonewhostartedgettingallagitated-

	"Oh, that's a great way to contradict my point about you being childish, Draco; sayingRon started it!"

	"Did you shout at him like you're shouting at me?" he questioned suddenly. "No, ofcourse you didn't! You mollycoddle Potter and Weasley, and it's fucking ridiculous!"

	"I do NOT mollycoddle them!" she disputed. "They're my best friends, Draco! We lookout for each other-

	"Oh,comeon,Granger!Iknowyoudidn'tbashWeasel'seardrumslikeyou'rebashingmine!"

	"I treated you all the same!" she defended sternly. "I used the same spell on you, Theo,Harry, and Ron! I'm more angry about the way you behaved when I asked you to leave Ron and I

	alone!Youhadatantrum-

	 

	
Draco inhaled sharply. "I did NOT have a tantrum!" he barked. "The way you brushed meoff made me look like a sodding tool, and that was out of order!"

	"This isn't about your pride!" she retorted stubbornly. "I needed to talk to Ron, and Iasked you to leave, and you refused-

	"OfcourseIbloodyrefused!"

	"Without good reason!" she argued, poking his chest again. "You should trust me enoughto be comfortable with me talking to my friends alone!"

	"It has nothing to do with trusting you!" he shouted, huffing out a frustrated breath."Of course I bloody trust you! You know, for being such a know-it-all, you're as thick as Longbottom sometimes!"

	"Oh,"shesighedknowingly."Soit'sthetypicalargumentofyoudon'ttrusthimaroundme?"

	"No shit, Granger, of course I don't trust Weasley!" he snapped. "And yes, I ampossessive, and I will always regard Weasley with suspicion around you, but that's not the point!"

	"Thenwhatthehellisyourpoint?"

	"YOU TOOK HIS SIDE!" he yelled, raking his hands through his hair. "You shot medown, and in front of him!"

	"Ididnot!"

	"Yes, you did! And you didn't even consider for a moment that Weasley goaded the fight!You just walked in there, and then...," his voice simmered out, and he pulled back to draghis stare from her toes to her crown. He lingered on the pretty, red flush tinting her cheeks, and

	the fiery spark in her dilated pupils, feeling a flicker of heat in his gut before he lookedback down to her legs. "Wait a minute-

	"Even if Ron did start the argument, you shouldn't have retaliated like that!" Hermionewent on, oblivious to Draco's probing eyes. "And another thing-

	"You'rewalking,"hestoppedher,gesturingtoherlegs."Youcanfeeleverythingagain?"

	"I...what?" she stammered, blinking when it dawned on her. "Oh, right. Yes, I tooksome potionandIcanfeeleverythingbetter...anyway,look,Draco,youactedlikeacomplete-

	But she was cut off when he practically charged at her, slamming his body into hers with a haste-clumsy impact that broke her balance and knocked her off her feet. But that was okay. The wall caught her back and Draco pinned her in place, his hands roughly gripping hersides before his mouth was latched onto hers, kissing her hard and frenziedly between shallow breaths. His lips were hot and wet from their argument, and she could feel his staccato heartbeat buzzing against her own chest as he pressed himself as much into her as he could, until she thought the wall might crumble under the force of them.

	 

	
She grabbed his upper-arms, her fingers digging into the taut muscles beneath the sleevesof his t-shirt, and she absently wondered if her nails would leave crescent-shaped dents despite the thick fabric depriving her of that skin-on-skin friction she suddenly craved. There was a damning desperation is his kiss that was too urgent to resist, like they hadn't kissed inmonths, and she guessed they hadn't. Not like this. Not like they were a whirlwind of lustwith their limbs and lips locked around each other and simply drowning in the rush of themoment.

	"Wait," she blurted, tearing her mouth away and trying to regain some of herirritation towards him. "Wait, I am still angry with you-

	"You are always angry with me, remember?" he shrugged, dropping his mouth to herneck. He parted the lower half of her robe and settled his hand against her inner-thigh, curled his fingers, and dragged his nails up until he felt her shiver. "Can you feel that?"

	"Draco," she said breathlessly. "We werediscussing- "Can you feel it?"

	Sheswallowed."Yes,butI-

	"Leave it, Granger," he mumbled. "If you're really so intent on having a go at me, thenyoucan-

	"God, you are so bloody incorrigible," she told him, but she titled her head to kiss histemple, and her fingers were clawing at his shoulders again.

	"At least I can spell it," he quipped, pulling back to admire her pink cheeks and theerratic rise and fall of her chest. "Are you still angry with me?"

	"Furious,"shesaid.

	"Good," he grinned, giving her thigh another stroke, and then her nails werepractically stabbing his shoulders as her body tensed up. "You're uninhibited when you're angry."

	Hermione gave him one her obstinate looks, her eyebrows drawn together with defiance,and for a fleeting moment, Draco though she might actually shove him away and recommence screaming at him, but then she smashed their mouths back together. Her fingers were in his hair then, nails dragging across his scalp and gathering his hair into small fistfuls as shepulled him as close as she physically could. Draco naturally obliged to the frenzied pulls ofher lips, and his hands sought the tie of her robe, tugging it loose and then pushing thegarment off her shoulders until he heard it fall by their feet. Clad now in just a small pair of bed-shorts and a baggy vest, Hermione's skin begged to he touched, and Draco wasted no

	timeindoingso.

	He ran his hands down the length of her arms and then slipped them beneath her top,gliding his knuckles across her ribcage and the underside of her breasts. He felt her breath hitch in

	her throat and he adjusted his head to suck at her jaw line as she released a small noise of pleasure.Thatlittlesoundwaslikeacatalyst,sendingawaveofhotbloodtohisgroin,and

	 

	
hisactionsbecamemoreurgentandheavy.Yankinghertopoverherhead,hemeltedtheir lips back together, grabbed her waist, and picked her up, stepping sideways until herbackside was perched on the rickety chest of drawers near the bed.

	The wobbly piece of furniture shifted and groaned as Draco guided her legs to fall either side of him and stood in the space between, knocking his knees against the wood as he tried toget as close to her as possible. He helped her remove his t-shirt and exhaled huskily when she kissed his chest, pausing to retrace the line of his Sectumsempra scar with her tongue.

	Absently grazing his teeth against the scar on her shoulder, he felt her ankles jab into the backs of his thighs, just below his buttocks, forcing their pelvises together, and theyboth moaned at the friction. Draco's erection was full and swollen, straining against his loose- fitting trousers and rubbing against her spot as they grinded into each other, guided by instinct and the intense static sparking between them, like hot shafts of lightning.

	When Draco tucked his thumbs under the hems of her shorts and underwear, she looped her arms around his neck and hoisted herself up so he could drag them down her legs. Hisactions were fast and impulsive, but as he scraped his fingers up her inner-thighs again, she felt like each move was significant and measured to hit the right nerves to build up the anticipation.

	She accidentally clamped her teeth down onto his bottom lip when his fingers finallystroked the swell of her clit, and Draco circled his free arm around her wait when she jerked her hipsforward.

	He broke the kiss again, keeping their faces close enough that he could feel her eyelashes catching with his between blinks. "You can feel it, right?" he asked, pushing his fingersinside of her. "You can feel that?"

	"Mhmm,"shemanagedwithanod."Icanfeeleverything."

	Andshereallycould.Shehadnoideaifitwasbecauseshe'dhadlimb-block,orifitwas

	because she hadn't been caressed by Draco in this way for months, but each intimatetouch was like a powerful jolt of sensation, and her insides were burning within minutes.

	She let out a soft whining sound and yanked his head down to resume their kiss, craving the contact as her arousal inflated, like a warm and tingling bubble. His thumb was rubbing over her clit in fast swipes, and the two fingers inside of her worked in and out with a deliberate pattern and speed. She shifted her pelvis, and the movement against Draco's hand sent a powerful shock of pleasure shooting up her spine, and she dropped her head back againstthe wall to let out a strangled groan, watching Draco watching her through hooded eyes.

	"Thebed,"shesaidbetweenpants."Thebed,Draco."

	He flashed her a cocky smirk, pausing the thrusts of his fingers so he could pick her up again, steering her legs to wrap around his torso, and his erection was grinding against her again.He speckledherbreasts,shoulders,chest,andthroatwithlingeringkissesashecarriedher across the room, dropping her onto the bed a little rougher than he'd intended before hestepped out of his trousers and boxers.

	Covering her body with his, he positioned himself between her legs and pushed his length intohertightandwetwarmth.Hefeltherthighsclencharoundhimandherbackarchedoff

	 

	
thebedwiththosefirstfewrocksofhiships,andheburiedhisfaceintothecrookofher neck to smother a groan. He knew he wouldn't last long; it has simply been too long sincehis bodyhadbeenbuzzinglikethisforhimtophysicallyresistreactingtothesensations coursing through his blood and muscles. It was why he had ensured she would be close to burstingbeforeseekinganypleasureforhimself,andjudgingfromherlabouredbreathing and the shorts spasm beginning to flutter around him.

	Draco slowed his frantic thrusts when an odd urge overtook him, and he tenderly grazed the backs of his fingers across her cheek, studying her parted lips and her lusty eyes. Shepeered back at him and almost smiled as she reached up to brush her fingertips along his jaw,craning her neck to melt her mouth back into his.

	The pace of their love-making escalated again, with Draco pushing in and out with anurgent rhythm, and the sounds of sweat-drenched flesh smacking together mingled with their loud moans and gasps. In a bold moment of spontaneity on her part, Hermione hiked her legs a

	little higher, and the pumps of his erection felt deeper and so much more concentrated. She held onto him like her life depended on it as those final few powerful drives sent her flying, and her muscles went taut and rigid, and then she was shuddering without control,trembling and quaking as the heat of the bliss sunk into her bloodstream and swept throughout her

	entire body. She half-purred, half-whined at the peak of the orgasm, and when itsubsided, she felt light-headed but completely content.

	The ripples of her muscles around his length had brought Draco that much closer to hisown orgasm, and he waited until she had absorbed all she could from her release until he jerkedhis hips once, twice, and a third time before his heartbeat was pounding in his ears and hewas shaking too. He growled hoarsely by her ear and absently pecked his lips against her

	temple before all the energy left him, and he carefully rolled onto his side. Tossing his arm aroundherwaist,hepulledhertohim,restinghischinagainstherforeheadasshebeganto

	stroke absent-minded circles against his chest, as their rates of their breathing began toreturn back to normal.

	"Givemeabitandwe'llgoagain,"heraspedout.

	She tilted her chin to shoot him a curious look. "How do you know I don't intend tocontinue our argument?"

	"Come on, Granger, don't piss on my fire," he sighed. "Besides, didn't we agree that onceyou were all healed, we would shag until our bones were sore?"

	"What?No,Idon'tthinkwedid."

	"Oh,"heshrugged."Thatmust'vebeeninmyheadthen."

	She laughed softly and kissed his chest, feeling his pulse pound against her lips. "Okay,no arguing about Ron. You will stick to your word though, won't you? You will refrain from confronting each other?"

	"IfWeasleykeepshisdistance,I'llkeepmine,"heagreedstiffly."Happy?"

	 

	
"Verymuch,"shesmiled."Thankyou.Iloveyou."

	He frowned and licked his lips with consideration, pulling her a little closer into his body.It wasn't the time, but the need to say something made his tongue itch. "Granger," he started hesitantly. "You know that I-

	"Iknow,Draco,"sheassuredhim."It'sokay,Iknow."
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	Dracostretchedouthislegsandtiltedhisfaceuptothemorningsun.Histhoughtswere

	rather jumbled today — perhaps from his early start — and the warmth of the reachingrays seemed to steady him for a moment.

	It had been four days since Hermione had barged into the kitchen and shouted atPotter, Weasley, Theo, and himself, and aside from a few snarky yet harmless comments the following day, things had settled down remarkably quickly. Andromeda had even had a

	private word with him and commended him for his 'maturity', but the fact of the matter wasit had all seemed to dawn on everyone that there was simply no room for schoolyard grudges when the world was falling apart.

	Andthatwastheoddthing.

	They still all gathered around the radio, listened to crackling Potterwatch broadcasts about Muggles being tortured, Muggle-borns being slaughtered, and the death-toll rising andrising. The pace and brutality of the War seemed to accelerate everyday, and yet at Tonks' home,

	where one-time enemies had managed to reach an unvoiced vow of amity, there was abizarre sense of peace. It was disconcerting; it almost felt like they were detached from it all, but of course they weren't, and a glance at Granger confirmed that.

	In the past couple of days, she'd been waking at dawn to practice spells with Remus andTonks, insisting she needed to get used to Bellatrix's wand. He'd decided to watch her today, coaxed outside by the sun and also intrigued to see how she handled the unfamiliar wand, and so were his friends apparently. She was a fair distance away from where he was sat withTheo and Blaise near the front of the house — maybe fifty or so feet away — but he could see the thin gloss of sweat streaked across her brow as she discussed something with her two companions and shrugged out of her jumper. Before he even had a chance to realise he was staring, Theo spoke and shattered his trance.

	"It's the last day ofApril." Draco frowned. "So?"

	"Soremindmetopunchyouforfirstofthemonthtomorrow."

	 

	
.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	Hermione nodded and raised Bellatrix's wand, hunching her shoulders defensively asTonks and Remus took a few steps away from her.

	"Ready?" asked Remus, and she nodded again."Go!" "Stupefy!" she yelled.

	He blocked it effortlessly, and she twisted her body to try and deflect the spell Tonks had fired at her, but she was still a little unstable on her legs. The moment her back was turned, she felt magic scalding her skin, and when she turned back to Remus he was alreadyaiming his wand for his next move.

	"Wait,justwaitaminute!"

	"You think a Death Eater is going to give you a chance to recover?" heretorted. "No, I know that, but-

	"They're going to know you're reluctant to use Dark Magic, and they will probablyrecognise Bellatrix's wand," he continued. "On top of that, you're reciting your spells. In doing so,

	you'retellingyourenemywhatyourmoveis-

	"Iknow,butBellatrix'swandisresistingme,and-

	"You can do this, Hermione," he said firmly. "Brightest witch of your age, remember?Now come on, you are better than this!"

	"Remus,giveheramoment,"sighedTonks."Perhapsweshouldjustpracticeone-on-one-

	"No, he's right," said Hermione. "The Death Eaters are hardly going to play fair, are they?I need to be prepared."

	Remusgaveheranapprovinglook."Exactly.Ready?"

	Drawing in soothing breath and gripping Bellatrix's wand tighter, she focused on thetingling heat gathering in her fingertips. Her magic. Bobbing her head, she crouched a little and bent her knees, her eyes steady on Remus as he began to tilt his wrist for a spell. Without utteringa word, she extended her arm, and a bright, violent light shot out of Bellatrix's wand, and Remus stumbled back, his hand reaching up to shield his eyes. Spinning around, Hermione

	 

	
narrowly missed Tonks' Stupefy and hurled back an Impediment Jinx that caught her rightin the stomach, sending her flying backwards several feet.

	TurningbackaroundjustasRemuswasbeginningtorecover,sheaimedherwandagain,and a rope came shooting out of its tip, wrapping around Remus' wand arm and throat, and with a few tugs he was on his knees, his wand discarded at his side, and she had Bellatrix's pokingat his Adam's apple. Summoning his wand into her hand and turning back to Tonks, she fired a silent Expelliarmus at her.

	With three wands in her possession, Hermione smiled to herself; not out of pride or a senseof achievement, but because she felt in control again.

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	Fifty feet away, Draco smirked almost fondly as he watched his lover beam with confidence and triumph. He'd only seen that smile once, back when they'd been ice skating at Christmas and she'd managed to keep her balance without his support, and the memory felt warmerthan the sun.

	Theo released a low whistle. "Fuck me, remind me not to piss off Granger," hemumbled. "Well, you know...again."

	"You're honestly that surprised she's good at spells?" asked Blaise. "She was thesmartest witch in our year. Of course she knows what she's doing with a wand."

	"It's one thing to practice a few spells in a classroom. It's a whole different thing to usethem effectively, and with someone else's wand, no less."

	Arching an eyebrow, Draco glanced at Theo sceptically. "It's not like you to makea reasonably intelligent comment. Especially at this time in the morning."

	"Piss off," he scoffed, grinning cockily. "Don't envy me because I have a brain to go withthis handsome face and you're stuck with that ugly thing sitting on your neck."

	"You're taking her recovery well," Blaise remarked, his shrewd eyes settling onDraco. "Why wouldn't I?"

	"Becauseitprobablymeansshe'llbeleavingwithPotterandWeasleysoon."

	Draco sat up straight, eyeing his friend with a narrowed glare. "What the hell are youonabout?"

	 

	
"What,youdidn'tthinkshewasactuallygoingtostayhere,didyou?"herepliedwitha shrug. "Granger and those pair hardly have a history of sitting back and watching things happen. I bet you anything they've already discussed plans about leaving and doingwhatever the hell they're doing to beat You-Know-Who."

	Clicking his jaw, Draco thought back over the last few days, recalling that Hermione had disappeared to talk with Potter and Weasley at least once every day, but not once had shegiven indication that they were scheming to leave. And he would've noticed if somethingwas going on. Surely, he would have.

	"No,"hemuttered,shakinghishead."You'rewrong,Blaise."

	"You reckon?" he replied, his tone cynical. "Luna's planning to leave and she hasn't toldme." "Then how the hell do you know that?"

	"I just know she is. I'm pretty sure she's planning to go back to Hogwarts with DeanThomas. They've been talking."

	"You shouldn't assume the worst like that," said Theo. "Perhaps she's just cheating onyou with him."

	Blaise swiftly landed a hard punch to Theo's arm, and his sly smirk gave way to awince. "Make another comment like that, and I'll aim for your face-

	"Why would you punish so many girls by damaging this magnificent work of art?Anyway, I'm only taking the piss. Honestly, my hilarious jokes and wit are wasted on you people-

	"Shut it," he snapped, turning his attention back to Draco. "The point is, I know Luna is leaving soon. She hasn't told me because she knows I'll try to stop her. It's the samereason Granger hasn't said anything to you."

	Draco snorted and rolled his eyes. "You don't know Granger well enough to know whatshe would do."

	"Perhaps not, but yesterday I saw her, Potter, and Weasley leaving the Goblin's room.Why would they be talking to Griphook if they weren't planning something?"

	Hesitating as he tried to conjure a explanation, his brow furrowed with uncertainty, anda seed of doubt swelled up like a blister in his mind.

	"Look," sighed Blaise. "You know I'm right. Our girlfriends have that bloody herocomplex that is apparently contagious if you wind up becoming friends with Potter. Remember, we used to mock them for it all the time?" He breathed out a short, humourless chuckle. "And now it's our problem too."

	"Prettysuretheycallthatirony,"Theoquipped."Orsod'slaw."

	"Ifyou'resosureLovegood'sleaving,whydon'tyouconfrontheraboutit?"askedDraco.

	 

	
"Andwhatgoodwouldthatdo?She'dgoanyway,andtryingstopherwouldbelikeasking

	her not to...be her." He paused and massaged the bridge of his nose. "They will fight. Thereis nothingyou,me,oranybodyelsecandotostopthem."Gettingtohisfeet,hecasually brushed away the dirt on his trousers like everything he'd said had been insignificant. "I'm going to help Andromeda prepare breakfast. I'll see you in a bit."

	Shaking his head as he watched Blaise stroll towards the house, Draco rolled his eyesand feigned indifference, casually leaning back into his previous position. "Do you ever think he'll go a day without pissing on someone's fire?" he said to Theo.

	"Unlikely. Even for one of us, he's a depressing git sometimes. I think he might have apoint about Granger though."

	"Don'tyoustart."

	"Sorry, mate," he sighed, gesturing to Hermione. "Look at her. Blaise is right. She'snot testing out a wand for convenience. She's preparing. For war."

	Draco tensed so much his neck cracked as he turned his head, watching Hermione intentlyasa spell surged from the tip of Bellatrix's wand and caught Tonks' arm. She spun, crouched, ducked, blocked, fired; her movements agile and calculated. Prepared. He averted his eyesand bit down on his tongue until he could taste iron, and he could feel Theo's eyes studying him expectantly.

	With a growl thundering around his mouth, he lifted his head and scowled at his friend."Why don't you just mind your own fucking business?" he snapped. "Bugger off. Help Blaise or something. I don't care, just get out of my face."

	"Fine," said Theo, shrugging his shoulders like he'd expected the reaction, and then rising to stand."Youknow,ifIwasaRavenclaw,I'dmakesomecommentaboutyoubeingindenial-

	"Theo,Iamwarning-

	"Yeah,gotit.I'mbuggeringoff."

	He pivoted on his heel and stalked towards the house, leaving Draco alone with his bleeding tongue and the dull thud of an unforgiving headache in his skull. He stayed there for a few minutes, clenching and unclenching his fists as he stared at Hermione and her changing stances. Attack, defence, attack, defence, attack, attack, attack. She didn't glance over athim once, too absorbed in the task at hand, so he got up and left, feeling that if he watched her a moment longer, Blaise's words might start ringing in his ears.

	Itprobablymeansshe'llbeleavingwithPotterandWeasleysoon.

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	
.

	When Hermione, Potter, and Weasley hadn't shown up for breakfast, Draco had grinded his teeth and pushed his food around the plate, refusing to make eye contact with Blaise. Hedidn't need another knowing look cast in his direction, nor did he wish to witness Blaise's anxious glances at Lovegood every time she turned to talk to Dean Thomas. And when a scratchy Potterwatch broadcast had announced a long list of fatalities, he hadn't lifted hishead, simply sat there in a volatile silence with his finger tapping irately against his knee.He'd wondered if Granger had heard the broadcast, wondered if it would provoke her desperation, and tempt her and her sodding friends to abandon the safehouse and takeaction.

	In an effort to distract himself, he'd forced his mind to drift elsewhere and realised there'd been a thought niggling at his brain for the last few days; he'd lost his wand. He couldn't for the life of him remember the last time he'd used it, and Granger had been so keen topractice with Bellatrix's wand that she would insist on performing any spells before he could even think to locate his.

	After breakfast he'd headed to his room, attempting to Summon it several times with no success. Reasoning that it must've fallen out of bed and was stuck under something, hebegan to hunt for it, searching under the bed and checking the drawers in case Hermione had put it away for safekeeping. When he was on his knees checking beneath the bedside table, the

	doorswungopenandpainfullysmackedintohisankles.

	"Draco?" called Hermione, frowning down at him as he sucked a profanity through histeeth." Sorry! Are you alright?"

	"Yeah,brilliant."

	"WhatonEarthareyoudoingonthefloor?"

	Huffing his fringe out of his eyes, he got to his feet. "Looking for my wand. I can't findit. Have you put it somewhere?"

	"No, I haven't seen it," she said, walking past him to sit on the bed. "You shouldask Andromeda. She might've picked it up."

	He looked at her then, and immediately wished he hadn't. She was studying him with softand sad eyes, blinking heavily like she was trying to resist a tear or two as she drank him in. It reminded him of that pulse-slowing way she'd stared at him the first time she'd said goodbye, when she'd Petrified him, shoved a Portkey between his fingers, and sent him here. It was

	subtle this time, cleverly concealed with a steady expression that might almost beconvincingif he couldn't see her eyes. Her eyes gave her away. They always did.

	"Istheresomethingyouwanttotellme?"hehastilyasked.

	The question seemed to stun her for a moment and she froze, mouth half-open like shemight actually answer, but then she sighed, smiled, and shook her head. "No. No, I was just

	 

	
thinking about something." "Why weren't you atbreakfast?"

	"IwaswithHarryandRon,"shesaid."Harry'sbeenhaving...baddreams-

	"Of course he has," he groaned. "The rest of us hardly have an easy night'ssleep- "No, I know that, but his are...different. It's difficult to explain."

	He waited for her to elaborate but she was simply staring at him again. Soft, sad honey,and he thought he might drown in it. Sinking down on the mattress next to her, he clasped his

	hands in front of him, his wrists knocking against his knees. He considered just spitting itout, asking her if she intended to leave, but he rejected his instincts, convinced he was simply

	over-thinking Blaise's comments, and his stubbornness clamped down on his alreadyswollentongue.

	"Are you okay?" asked Hermione, reaching out to tenderly trace her fingertips acrosshis pulse point. "You seem anxious about something."

	"I'm fine," he said firmly. "Blaise and Theo pissed me off earlier, that'sall." "What did they do?"

	"Nothingimportant.Areyougoingtohelpmewithmywand?"

	Shesmiledathim."Wasthatintendedtobeaninnuendoofsomesort?"

	"No," he smirked back, cocking his head so he could peck the sensitive underside of herear. "Although if that's what you'd prefer to do, I'll happily oblige."

	"Draco, I'm sorry," she hummed with disappointment, gently pushing him back. "I havesome things I need to do."

	He grunted with irritation and drew away from her. "Like what?""I promised Harry and Ron I would help them withsome...things- "Is there a reason you're being so bloody vague?"

	She cringed. Only slightly, but Draco saw it. "Well, Ron needs some help adjusting to the Snatcher's wand he stole," she explained uncertainly. "And then I want to practice morewith-

	"Lupin and Tonks," he finished for her, his tone curt. "Right,fine." "I am sorry, Draco, I just need to discuss these things with them-

	"It's fine. Are you at least going to share a bed with me tonight, or I am going to bestuck with your flea-ridden cat?"

	 

	
"I won't be long," she assured him, craning her neck to leave a kiss at the corner of hismouth, one that lingered in a way that again reminded him of their last night at Hogwarts. "I loveyou."

	He closed his eyes, and the image of her crying in the rain was plastered against the backsof lids, as if to torture him with the memory. "I know," he mumbled, watching her leave.

	He quickly returned to the task of searching for his wand before he could think aboutBlaise's words again. It was only a hunch that had been born out of nothing. Just inane words without substance or foundation, yet they were ricocheting around his skull anyway, like franticwasps, stinging his brain.

	Theywillfight.Thereisnothingyou,me,oranybodyelsecandotostopthem.

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	When Draco woke up, he knew she wasn't there; he could tell by the cold air clinging tohis shoulder where her skin should be.

	He probably wouldn't have paid much attention to the clock had it not read exactly midnight, and something about the perfection of the time left an unsettling sensation in his gut.Turning to the empty space next to him, he ran his palm across her indentation, finding it still warm, andherpillowstilldampfromhershowerbeforebed.Herubbedhiseyeswiththeheelsof his hands, glancing around the dark room as if it might hold some clue about Hermione'swhereabouts.

	The rational part of his brain — usually the loudest part — told him that she was most likelyin the toilet or downstairs grabbing a glass of water, yet there was a tenacious, little itch that persuaded him to leave the bed, slip into some clothes, and seek her out. Scowling when he remembered he didn't have his wand, he made his way towards the door, grateful for the dazzling glow of the moon, casting shadows for him to navigate around. But when he leftthe room and stepped into the corridor, it was pitch black, the kind of darkness that suffocatesyou, like a coffin or tar.

	Flattening his hands against the walls, he guided himself along the hall and down thestairs, and his ears twitched when he heard low voices drifting from the kitchen. He could hear

	Potter mumbling words that he couldn't quite catch, and he steadied his steps into silent footfalls as he approached the kitchen door. Hermione's voice joined in, and then Weasley's, but it was all too muffled and quiet, and he waited in the shadows for...something.Something to click.

	 

	
And then he heard one word amongst all the whispers: Horcrux. It was sharp anddefinite, like a punctuation mark, and he was kicking open the door before he realised it.

	Three pairs of stunned eyes snapped towards him, but he only felt the hazel ones. Thethree of them were standing around the table, papers sprayed across it like battle plans, and something in his chest sank, leaving it hollow and aching. But there was anger bubbling

	inside of him, rising into his throat, and he almost choked on it. Potter and Weasley seemed to edge a little closer to his girlfriend, their stances protective, and that pushed him overthe edge into rage.

	"Shit,"saidRon."Ihadafeelingthatthewanddidn'tletmelockthedoorproperly."

	"Draco," breathed Hermione, futilely attempting to hide some of the papers. "What areyoudoing-

	"What the fuck are you doing?" he shot back. "What the hell is this? A little secretGryffindormeeting?"

	"Malfoy,wewerejust-

	"Don't even bother, Potter. I'm not stupid." Ronsnorted."Well,that'snotentirelytrue-

	"Shut it, Weasel," he snapped, tuning back to Hermione with an accusing glare."You're planning to leave again, aren't you?"

	"Draco,"shesaidsofty,hertonealmostpleading."It'snot...it'snotlike-

	"What the hell is wrong with you?" he asked, forgetting the other two men in the room fora moment. "How the fuck could you not tell me?"

	"Malfoy-

	"This has nothing to do with you, Potter!" he hissed coldly, baring his teeth. "And don't fucking stand in front of my girlfriend like that! Like I would do something to harm her!You two are not her bloody bodyguards, and I am not a threat!"

	"Draco,justcalmdown!"shoutedHermione

	"Don't tell me to calm down when you're plotting something behind my back! We'retalking about this right now! Alone!"

	Hermione dragged in a long breath and dragged her nails through her chaotic curls."Okay," she agreed. "Okay, we'll talk about it. Just give us a moment-

	"Now,Hermione,"hegroused."Getridofthem."

	"Two minutes," she argued defiantly. "Just wait outside while we clean up, and we'll talk.Ipromise."

	 

	
He hesitated and instantly regretted it. Her features were already softening with relief, asif he'd actually backed down, and he covered his frustrated growl with a sharp exhale.

	Narrowing his eyes into serpentine slits, he flicked them from Potter to Weasley forgood measure, and reluctantly nodded his head.

	"Fine,"heforcedout."Twominutes."

	He twisted around so fast it made his head spin, but he stalked out of the room withheavy and fuming strides, slamming the door behind him with enough force to make the walls

	judder. Back in the darkness of the hall, he paced back and forth like a caged dragon, counting the seconds and listening to the shuffling and incoherent whispers in thekitchen.

	When he'd reached one minute and fifty-eight seconds, he was about ready to implode with impatience, but then the door swung open, and light poured into the corridor. Out ambled Weasley with a predictable frown on his face, and he didn't even glance at Draco as hebreezed past and headed upstairs. Then came Potter with a more tentative walk, as though he was considering stopping and saying something, and Draco frowned when theboy-who-lived paused in front of him to do just that.

	"What?"

	"Listen, Malfoy," Harry rushed out. "Don't try to stopher- "This has nothing to do with you, Potter, just sod off-

	"It does have something to do with me. Look, I may not completely like it, but I know you are a part of Hermione's life now, and you need to acknowledge me as a part of her lifetoo. She's family to me, like a sister-

	"I am fully aware of your bloody relationship," Draco interrupted. "What the hell isyourpoint?"

	"My point is I know her, and I know that if you try to stop her, she will resent you for it," he said, quietly enough for only them to hear. "Hermione won't be talked out of anything.When she sets her mind to something, she does it. Don't try to change it, because it's what makes

	herbrilliant,andit'swhosheis."

	Draco kept the muscles of his face stiff, trying not to appear effected. "Are youdone?""Yes."

	"Good.Thenpissoff."

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	
.

	Hermione fidgeted nervously after she'd cast the Muffliato, wringing her hands and knotting her fingers as Draco marched back into the kitchen with a scowl still scrunching up his features. She could practically feel the anger radiating off him, striking her in waves, and she resisted the urge to nibble her lip. He took one, two, three steps towards her, his eyes never falling from hers, and burning he was that livid. But she refused to seem swayed, keepingher expressionsteadyanddecidingshewouldtacklethislikeanyotherchallenge;withacalm and logical mind.

	"Draco-

	"Are you planning to leave?" he questioned, dragging out each word. "Well? Are you?Come on, Granger, you said we'd talk!"

	"Listen, it's not thatsimple- "Yes or no, Granger?"

	Shegaveinandchewedherlip."Yes,weare."

	The dark and damaged shadow that swept across his face might've almost been beautiful if it wasn't so heartbreaking, and she didn't know if she wanted to reach out and hold him or turn away so she wouldn't have to see it. She held her ground and waited for him to react,ignoring the spike of guilt that pierced her heart. This is exactly what she'd hoped to avoid.

	"How the fuck could you lie to me?" heasked. "I didn't lie, I just didn't tell-

	"Don't you dare try to pull that childish shit! You lied to me, plain and simple! What thehell is wrong with you?"

	"Draco,Ijustcouldn't-

	"What's the plan then?" he cut her off again, scoffing at her confused frown. "Oh, come on, Granger, we both know you always have a plan for everything! You expect me to believethat you're just going to wing it?"

	"Idon'tthinkIcan-

	"TELLMEWHATITIS!"

	She winced at the vibrating volume of his voice and then sighed, pursing her lips with thought. Of course she had a plan, she was Hermione Granger, but she'd never anticipated having to reveal it to him, and the thought of doing so was oddly daunting. Sheconsidered refusing, but judging by the way his nails were digging into his palms, he was prepared to chip away at her reluctance for hours. And she didn't have hours.

	"Okay,"shemumbled,gatheringsomepoise."Yes,wehaveaplan."

	 

	
Draco'snostrilsflared."Tellme."

	"When we were at Malfoy Manor, Bellatrix hinted that she might have a Horcrux in her vault at Gringotts," she explained, and she was surprised how detached she sounded. Her tone was composed and stern, like she was conducting a lecture in very McGonagall-like manner. "I found one of Bellatrix's hairs on my clothes, and I intend to use Polyjuice to impersonate herto gain access to her vault so Harry, Ron, and I can examine its contents, and hopefully findaHorcrux."

	She hadn't realised she'd been running out of breath until the last word had tripped pasther lips. She watched Draco intently as his face went from shocked to outraged, his brow furrowing and his mouth slightly agape, like he barely recognised her, or couldn't comprehend what she'd said.

	"Have you gone completely insane?" he spat incredulously. "First of all, the Goblins willsee straight past-

	"Griphookhasagreedtohelpuswiththat."

	"You'retrustingaGoblin?Doyouhaveanyideahowsly-

	"We have made a deal with him," she stated confidently. "We haveinsurance- "And there is no way in hell that you will be able to mimic Bellatrix-

	"Iknowhermannerismswellenough-

	"And there will be Death Eaters atGringotts- "We will be able to handle it-

	"Well,ifit'ssuchafool-proofplan,thenwhycan'tI-

	"Adding another person to the plan now would be too complicated. Plus, you mightberecognised-

	"STOP IT!" he yelled furiously. "Just stop! Stop fucking acting like this is sane! You willget yourself killed!"

	Sheslumpedhershoulders."Draco,thisistheonlyway."

	His arm shot out like a whip, backhanding a few glasses off the table, and they shattered athis feet. "BULLSHIT! Why do you have to do this? Why not just tell the Order and letthem handle it? Why do you have to play the sodding hero?"

	"Because they won't find the Horcruxes. Only Harry can findthem." "What the hell are you on about?"

	 

	
"Remember I told you about Harry's dreams?" she said, looking down at the puddle ofglass. "They're more than that. Harry is somehow...connected to You-Know-Who's mind. He sees things, and he can sense things, including the Horcruxes."

	Draco hesitated, raking his trembling fingers through his hair. "Right, then you knowwhat? Let Potter do it by himself."

	"YouknowIcan'tdothat."

	"Whynot?"hedemanded."Thisishisfuckingwar,lethimdealwithit-

	"This is as much my war as it is Harry's!" she shouted, pointing a finger at her ownchest. "Muggle-born, remember?"

	"That'snot-

	"And it's your war too! And your Mother's, and your Father's! And Tonks, and Remus,and Blaise, and Theo, and Luna, and everyone else that we bloody know!" She was panting by the end of her fiery rant. "And don't you even think for a moment that I will just sit at the

	sidelineandobserve-

	"If it's my war too, then I see no reason why I'm not invited along to your fuckingsuicideattempt!"

	"No," she groaned tiredly. "I've told you! Adding another person to the plan now would befar toodangerous,andsomeonecouldeasilyidentifyyou!Nottomentionthatyoudon'tget alongwithHarryandRon,andthatcouldcauseallsortsofproblems!Youwouldbea liability and another risk that we can't afford!"

	He flung his arms in the air irately, his temper flaring. "You always have to have an answerto everything, don't you? If I'm not going, then you're not going."

	"YES,IAM!"

	"TWICE, HERMIONE!" he blurted, and there was something about the way hisvoice cracked that made her gasp. "FUCKING TWICE!"

	She blinked at him, her chest going numb as she watched him clench his eyes tight shut, asif he were in pain. "Twice what? I don't understand."

	"I've had to lose you twice! The first time when you Petrified me at Hogwarts, and thesecond time when they brought you back here and I thought you were dead!"

	He was still loud, his voice booming around the kitchen tiles, and there was a desperate and broken hum at the back of his throat that was devastating. But his eyes, Sweet Merlin, hiseyes were what ruined her. He could barely look at her, but she saw the torment swarmingin them, the ache, and it struck her speechless.

	"Twice," he repeated quietly. "And I refuse to do it again." He paused and shook his head."Ican't."

	 

	
Hermionelickedherdrylips."Draco,thisishardformetoo,youknow."

	"Is it?" he hissed, and the anger returned to his face so quickly. "It was easy enough foryou to fucking lie to me."

	"Easy?" she echoed, the offence rich in her voice. "You think this is easy forme?" "Well, you're certainly handling like it a pro-

	"SHUTUP!"shebarked,andshethoughthemight'veflinchedslightly."Howdareyou

	assume this is easy for me! You think it was easy to Petrify you and send you away?You think it was easy to send you somewhere and not know if I would see you again?"

	"Well,itwasn'texactlyapleasantexperienceforme-

	"Let me finish!" She slapped the flats of her palms down on the table with the last syllable. "You saw how difficult that was for me! It broke my heart to have to do that, and I refuseto do that again! Do you understand that? Do you have any idea how hard it is to tell a statue that you love them, and then just send them away without having any idea how they feel about you? That broke me down!"

	Draco was studying her closely from the other side of the room, watching her chest heaveand her hands shake with emotion. He wondered why they were still so far apart. "You didn't

	havetoPetrifyme,"hesaidslowly."Thatwasyourchoice."

	"That was the choice you drove me to!" she yelled, and she could feel her eyes beginningto sting as she tried to smother a frustrated whine with the back of her hand. "I won't do that again. I won't. That was...horrible, and I knew you'd try to stop me again, and I...saying

	goodbyejustdoesn'tworkforus."

	"So what, you were just going to disappear?" heasked. "No, of course not. I was going to leave you a note."

	"Oh,anote?"heremarkedsarcastically."Excellent!Howfuckingthoughtfulofyou!"

	"Dammit, Draco, what else was I supposed to do?" She could taste tears at the corners ofher mouth. "I can't win, can I? What can I do?"

	"Stayhere!"

	"NO! When are you going to get it into your head? I. Am. Leaving! And there is nothingyou can do about it! Why can't you just accept that?"

	"BECAUSE I LOVE YOU!" he blurted heedlessly, his face crumpling up in completeagony, and Hermione fell into an awestruck silence.

	He leaned forward and gripped the table, and she thought he might be crying, but hewas hunched over and his fringe was shielding his eyes. She could his shoulders trembling though, like his body was trying to manage, and her absent gaze dropped down to the

	 

	
straining veins sticking out of his arms, and then to his death-white knuckles. He was breathing heavily; she could hear him sucking in each harsh breath between his grittedteeth, and when he swallowed, it was more of a stifled choking sound, like the noise a near-death animal would make, and it tore right through her.

	All his energy seemed to gush out of him, and he sank down to the floor, crumbling,exhausted, and deflated. Hermione was moving then, oblivious to the glass shards stabbingat the soles of her feet before she knelt down in front of him and tried to hold his face in her hands. He yanked his head away but she persisted, clutching his face firmly enough that she thoughthissharpcheekbonesmightslitherthumbs.Bringingherfaceclosetohis,she sought his eyes, frowning when she realised they were pink, his lashes damp, lips tight, andhis jaw clenched so much she worried he might chip his teeth.

	"I know," she told him gently. "I know you do, and I loveyou- "Then don't go-

	"Draco, please." She dropped her forehead against his and felt his brow wrinkle againsthers. "Enough now."

	Heshookhisheadvehemently."Whyyou?"

	She sighed and pushed her fingers into his hair, stroking the too-blond strands of his fringe away from his face. "Do you ever think about a future for us?" she asked. "I do, and Idon't want us to have to hide. To run."

	"Iwouldratherrunwithyouthanwalkalone,"hesaid.

	"I'm sorry," she frowned. "But it's not an option for me. I want more than that, and Ibelieve we can win. I believe that Harry can do this, and I need to help him. I need to do this. It's just...who I am."

	Draco grinded his teeth as Blaise's voice invaded his headagain. Trying stop her would be like asking her not to...be her.

	He sucked down a long and quivering breath into lungs, inflating his chest so much that it pressed into hers, and Hermione swore she could feel his heartbeat, and it felt slower thanit should. He looked away from her again, staring at a shard of glass poking out of her knee, and he plucked it away like a delicate petal. And then another one in her calf. And another. And another. And she thought it was so typical of them, shivering on a carpet of crushed glass, bleeding and mumbling confessions of fears and love.

	"If Bellatrix's vault is anything like my mother's, there'll be a high shelf at the back wherethe mostvaluableitemsarestored,"hesaidsoquicklythatshebarelycaughtit."IftheHorcrux is anywhere, it will be there."

	She gasped, eyes round with surprise and hope. "You're okay withit?" "Of course not," he scoffed. "I fucking hate everything about it."

	 

	
"But?"

	"But..."heexhaled,hisvoicestrainedandreluctant."Iwillletyou...disappear."

	Thewarmththatrushedintoherbodywasanoverwhelmingmixofrelief,gratitude,and love, and she wrapped her arms around his neck, melting her body into his, nearly crushinghim in an embrace that she hoped expressed how much she adored him at that moment. Shefelt his arms slip around her, his fingers digging into her sides, almost painfully. Pulling back and crying again, she kissed his chin, then his cheek, and then finally his tense lips. She kept kissing until they softened and responded, pouring everything in her heart into his mouth,and swallowing down everything he breathed into hers. It was a raw and clumsy exchange, too driven by desperation to be neat, but it ended when a sob exploded from her throat.

	"When?"askedDraco.

	"Soon,"shemumbledbetweensniffs."Verysoon."

	He nodded absently, knowing from experience that she wouldn't elaborate, and he was tootired to argue now. Without a word, he made to stand, hoisting her into his arms as he didand carefully placing her down away from the glass puddle with little care to his own shredded feet. She helped him remove the shards from his ankles, heels, and soles, and then healed the scattered puncture wounds with a few swishes of Bellatrix's wand, all in silence, like therewas nothing left to say.

	"I meant what I said," he muttered after all the glass and blood had vanished from theroom. "That I love you."

	"I know," she said. "I love you, and I want you to know that I...I am so proud ofyou- "I don't need you to be proud of me, Granger," he stopped her. "Just come home."

	"I will," she agreed, as if she could promise or predict such a thing, but then they bothknew she couldn't, and that somehow made it okay. "Draco, you can't tell Tonks or Remus-

	"Iwon't."Anotherpromise.Thefirsthecouldremembermaking."Iwon'tsayanything."

	Sheforcedasmileofgratitudeandrakedherfingerthroughherhair."Weshouldgotobed."

	Shereachedforhishand,butheavoidedhertouch,headinguptotheirbedroomwithouta

	glance behind to check if she was even following. She was of course, yet even as theyentered the room and began to undress for bed, he didn't look at her, didn't speak.

	It was only when they were in bed that he seemed to acknowledge her, snaking his armsaround her waist so tight that he knew he must be hurting her a little, but she didn't protest. Didn't resist. He kissed the spot between her eyebrows while she kissed jaw, locking hisarms around her like a cage and trying very hard to not to succumb to the persistent pull of sleep.

	But he did, and when he woke in the morning, his arms were cold and empty, and heknew she was gone. Again.
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	Draco had exactly ten seconds to frown at the empty space beside him before there was aroar offootfallshammeringdownthecorridor,towardshisroom,andthenthedoorwasflung open so hard the handle cracked the wall. In stormed Remus and Tonks, his cousin looking flustered as she shot him a brief glance before she eyed the other side of the bed, dented with Hermione's absence, and she let go of a harsh, frustrated breath.

	"Shit,she'sgonetoo."

	"I need to go and contact Arthur and the others," said Remus. "See if they've heardfromthem."

	"Alright," she nodded, waiting until her husband had left the room before she turned backto Draco, her expression hard. "You, downstairs, five minutes."

	And with that, she left, slamming the door behind her before he could even muster a comeback. Clenching his eyes tight shut and rubbing his face with his clammy palms, he let his sullen eyes linger on Hermione's impression, shaped into the mattress and pillow, andhe swallowed down the clot of angst in his throat, almost choked on it.

	"Déjà vu," he mumbled to himself, leaving the warmth of the bed, the subtle scent ofGranger clinging to the blanket.

	Itwascoldtoday,andheabsentlylistenedtothestaccatobeatofraindropshittingthe

	window as he pulled on some trousers and a jumper, his movements sluggish and inattentive. Beyondthebedroomdoor,hecouldhearmorefootsteps,raisedvoices,chairsscraping,and all the peace that had seemed so surreal just yesterday was ripped apart, replaced my aracket. Combing a hand through his hair, he headed downstairs, made his way to the kitchen, and barely lifted his head to acknowledge Blaise and Theo, sat at the table, and Tonks leaning against the countertop, her arms folded, and her face creased up with irritation.

	"Why the fuck have I been woken up at eight o'clock in the sodding morning?"demanded Theo. "I haven't got a girlfriend who's gone AWOL, and I'm hardly friends with-

	"Shutit,"saidTonks,levellingherglareatBlaise."Well?"

	 

	
As Draco sank into a free chair, he glanced at Blaise, wondering if the troubled shadow in his friend's eyes was mirrored in his own. He looked like he'd been up all night, haunted bystress and anxiety, grimacing for hours and trying to claw himself out of a bad dream.

	"Well what?" muttered Blaise. "I've told you. I don't know where she's gone, and I don'tknow where Thomas is, or Granger, or Weasley, or bloody Potter-

	"Lunamust'vetoldyousomething,orhinted-

	"Tonks, I swear on my questionable soul, I don't know! My best bet would be Hogwarts, butI don't have a fucking clue. She never said anything to me."

	She sighed, rubbing her forehead with shaky fingers as she flicked her eyes over toDraco. "And you?"

	"Whataboutme?"

	"Well, you didn't exactly look shocked this morning when I walked in the room,and Hermione wasn't there."

	He shared a quick look with Blaise and shrugged. "It's hardly the first time Granger hasmade an abrupt exit."

	"Whereisshe,Draco?"sheasked,hertonesharp."Wherehavetheygone?"

	"I don't know." He knew it wasn't a convincing lie. He didn't particularly try to makeitconvincing.

	"Youdoknow,Icantell- "Nope," he said shortly.

	"Draco, you do realise we just want to helpthem- "You're wasting your time-

	"Dammit, Draco!" shouted Tonks, stalking towards the table and pounding one fist againstit. Theo and Blaise jumped at the sound. "You tell me right now!"

	"NO!" he snapped, rising to his feet so they were level. "I will not betray the trust of theonly person I make promises to!"

	That comment appeared to knock his cousin off her course; a flicker of shock stole herfeatures and her mouth forgot to work for moment, all the severity and urgency dissipatingas quickly as it had come. She sighed and shook her head, massaging her forehead again. "I'm going to ask you one last time-

	"Youhavemyanswer,"hecutheroff."Itwon'tchange."

	 

	
"Count yourself lucky we don't have any Veritaserum in the house," she said, turningaway and heading out the room. "Fine, we'll find them ourselves."

	Draco didn't retake his seat until she'd shut the door behind her, and he could feel the blood pumping in his face when he settled back down, still aggravated, and he didn't know if itwas from his argument with Tonks, or from Hermione's disappearance.

	"Bloody hell, I thought she was going to beat the truth out of you, or hurl some cursesyour way," remarked Theo. "Not going to lie, I was kind of looking forward to the show."

	"Sodoff,Theo."

	"You know where they are?" asked Blaise, addressing Draco with a look that might'vebeen mistaken for hopefulness.

	"Only Granger, Potter, and Weasley," he said. "I don't know where Thomas andLovegood are." He paused, then added, "Sorry, mate."

	"It's fine, I expected as much.""So where are they?" askedTheo.

	"I think I made it clear I had no intention of tellinganyone- "Yeah, but-

	"You wouldn't believe me anyway," mumbled Draco, clasping his hands in front of him."It's fucking insane."

	"Well, considering Potter's suicidal tendencies," Theo mused. "I reckon they'reprobably knocking on You-Know-Who's front door."

	"So my front door then? Seeing as the psychopath is currently living in my house. Thefucked up thing is you're not far off." He exhaled heavily and scrunched up his hands into tight fists. "What the hell was I thinking? I should've never let her go. This is all your fucking fault,

	Zabini!Thatbullshityoufedmeyesterdayscrewedwithmyhead!"

	He flinched when Blaise's hand landed on his shoulder, with what he assumed was meant tobe a pat of reassurance. Keeping his eyes downcast, he fought very hard to keep his composure, staring at his hands as they trembled with the exertion to keep his tempersubdued. He wasn't sure if he was more angry at Hermione for leaving, Blaise for his ridiculous pep-talk yesterday, or at himself for allowing Hermione to disappear, or even ifhe was angry at all. Perhaps it was simply nerves and concern, or dread and helplessness, or regret and the ache of her absence. Perhaps it was all those things, but the anger bubbled to

	the surface because he knew it too well, knew the familiar warmth ofit. "It will be alright," said Blaise unconvincingly.

	"Don'ttryoptimism,"saidTheo."Itdoesn'tsuityou."

	 

	
"It's all getting a bit real now, isn't it?" Draco whispered, never intending to say it aloud.It was only when he noticed his friends' confused looks that he realised he'd said it at all.

	"It's always been real," Blaise sighed. "It's just closer now. Very close. People believein something more when they can touch it."

	Theoleanedbackinhischair,hisexpressionuncharacteristicallypensiveandgrim.

	"Wherever the hell they are, I hope your girlfriend and her two thick pets know whatthey're doing, Draco."

	Draco felt a shiver shoot across the line of his spine, like a cold finger scratching itsway down his back. "Yeah, well. Me too."

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	"Okay, I think the dress looks like something she would wear now. How do Ilook?" "Still bloody hideous."

	Hermione frowned at Ron's response but realised it was simply his way of assuring her thatit had been a successful transition, and judging by his unnerved stare, he meant it.

	With the bitter tang of Polyjuice still rolling around her gums, she looked down at herhands, or rather Bellatrix's hands; long, chipped fingernails that were more like claws, and palehands, flecked with scars, like she'd been wringing glass. Black, matted curls poured down

	her chest, and she ran her tongue over her sharp, uneven teeth, absently thinking ofher parents as she did.

	"You look rather awful yourself," she told Ron, eyeing his long, wavy hair andaltered features with a nod of satisfaction. "I did a good job on you."

	"I'll take your word for it," he said, raising his hand to scratch his false beard. "Bloodyhell, this thing itches. Remind me never to grow one."

	She laughed but didn't respond, too nervous to really conjure a humorous or inventiveremark, but she could tell he was nervous too, so that was fine. At least she hoped it was. Perhaps Ron was expecting her to say something reassuring or positive, but words were having a hard time forming in her mouth, and she was just so nervous. She looked away,her eyes landing on Harry as he toyed with the Invisibility Cloak with his shaking fingers.

	"Ron,keepaneyeout."

	 

	
"Ialwaysdo."

	Patting his shoulder as she walked past, she made her way over to Harry, ignoring thelow, pessimistic grumbles of Griphook a few feet away in the abandoned side-street they were

	hiding in, just a short walk from the Leaky Cauldron. Harry was waiting between some bins, crouched down in what must've been an uncomfortable position, evidently distracted,shifting his weight and fidgeting like a toddler at the dentist.

	"Howareyoudoing?"sheasked.

	He glanced up, grimaced, and averted his eyes. "Sorry, I can't get used to you lookinglikethat."

	"It's alright, I find it quite disconcerting myself.Nervous?""Terrified."

	"Itwillbeokay-

	"Perhaps this wasn't such a great idea," he blurted, nodding his head towards Griphookand lowering his voice. "He's shifty as anything. He's going to stab us in the back."

	"Then we'll ensure our backs are never bared to him," she said. "Harry, we have plannedthis meticulously. It will work."

	Heshrugged."Iguessithasto,doesn'tit?"

	She sighed and watched his hands, wanting to reach out and stop them trembling, but she caught a glimpse of something familiar poking out of his pocket. Before she could stop herself, she removed it, twirling it between her fingers and inspecting it carefully, just to double-check, and when she looked back at Harry, he had an almost embarrassed look onhisface.

	"ThisisDraco'swand."

	"Yes.Imayhave...borrowedit."

	Sheeyedhimquizzically."Why?"

	"I disarmed him after you separated us that night," he explained, sighing. "I still had it whenI went to bed and I...I practiced a few spells, just out of curiosity really, and it works well forme.BetterthanWormtail's."Hepausedandgaveherafixedlook."Ievenmanagedtocast my Patronus with it."

	"Youdid?"shegasped."Wow."

	"I was going to return it to Malfoy but...but I just get this feeling that I should keep usingit. But if you want, after this, you can use it. I mean, it is your boyfriend's."

	 

	
Hermione hesitated, rolling the wand's tip between her thumb and forefinger, wonderingif she was imagining the sudden blast of Draco's scent that seemed to be swarming in her

	nostrils. A part of her wanted to smile, deciding it was nice to hear her best friend, oranyone for that matter, finally refer to Draco as her boyfriend, but the setting hardly seemed

	appropriate for a selfish and wistful moment. The setting hardly seemed appropriate forany sort of smile.

	"No," she said after a moment, replacing the wand back in Harry's pocket. "If it'sthat compliant with you, you should keep it. I'm used to Bellatrix's wand anyway."

	"Thankyou."

	"Although, I should warn you that Draco will probably hex you when he finds out you'rethe one who borrowed his wand."

	Harry smiled. Apparently she'd been wrong; his smile seemed to fit the situation justfine. But, like everything else at the moment, the spark of happiness was all too brief.

	"If you intend to go through with this, we need to do it now," sneered Griphook."Diagon Alley will start to get busy soon. The less people, the better."

	HermionefeltHarry'slongandtroubledbreathstirBellatrix'scurls,andshereleasedan

	apprehensive sigh of her own as they straightened their backs and nodded their heads.They were ready, or as ready as they'd ever be.

	"Okay, let's do this," said Hermione, looking over to Ron. "Are you ready, Ro— Imean,Dragomir?"

	"Yes,MadamLestrange."

	Waiting until Griphook had climbed onto Harry's back and they were safely concealed beneath the Invisibility Cloak, they left the shelter of the shadowy side-street, Hermionea

	few steps ahead of Ron, her posture defiant and bold. They slipped into the LeakyCauldron, barely glancing at Tom, the landlord, as they made their way into the backyard, and Hermione's heart was pounding in her chest as she rapped Bellatrix's wand against the brickwall.

	As predicted, the cobbled street was quiet, with barely enough people to form two Quidditch teams, but they were all retreating away from her anyway, pulling up their hoods andducking away like she might stab them with her jagged nails. And she played on it, shooting them

	hostile glares, just as she imagined Bellatrixwould. "Madam Lestrange!"

	Hermione whirled around, half-prepared to bark down whoever had addressed her in true Bellatrix fashion, but she heard Harry whisper, "Travers, he's a Death Eater," into her ear,and she steadied herself as the man approached them.

	"I'msurprisedtoseeyouhere,MadamLestrange,"saidTravers.

	 

	
"Whywouldyoube?"

	"It was my understanding that you and the other inhabitants of Malfoy Manor wereconfined to the house after the...well, you know. The Escape."

	Hermione didn't waver. They'd expected this. "As I have proven my loyalty to the DarkLord on countless occasions, I was an exception," she told him crisply. "It would do you well to

	rememberthatbeforeyouquestionme,Travers."

	The Death Eater's cool expression faltered. "My apologies," he murmured, turninghis attention to Ron. "Who is your companion."

	"This is Dragomir Despard. He's an ally from Transylvania. He speaks little English, buthe'll be staying for a while, assisting our efforts."

	The two men exchanged nods of acknowledgement, and then Travers' eyes were back toher. "Why are you here today, Madam Lestrange?"

	"IhavesomebusinessatGringotts."

	"Iamalsoheadedthatway,"hesaid."I'llescortyou."

	Hermione managed to contain her trepidation. Having a tagalong hardly seemed ideal when Undesirable No. 1 was at her side, even if he was adequately hidden, but perhaps this would work to their advantage. Having a genuine Death Eater in their presence might work intheir favour, so she walked beside him, hoping to hell and back Travers didn't hear her booming heartbeat, or see the sweat gathering in her balled fists. Shutting her eyes for a few seconds longer than a blink, she did everything she could to avoid thinking of Draco, fearing that a

	sentimental smile might steal her features, and look far too out of place on Bellatrix's faceto go unnoticed.

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	"Draco," said Theo slowly, his teeth clenched. "Stop drumming your sodding fingers.You're giving me a headache."

	Draco scowled but flattened his palm against the table, eyeing his fingernails, half-temptedto scrape them across the wood, just to cause some friction, or create a piercing noise to cut through the chaos in his head. Instead, he leaned back in his chair, eyeing the radioexpectantly as he let go of a long and laden sigh.

	"Twelve,"saidTheo.

	 

	
Dracoslantedhiseyesovertohisfriend."What?"

	"That's the twelfth time you've sighed. You make it thirteen, and I'll remind you why it'san unlucky number."

	"Pissoff,Theo."

	"Hehasapoint,"Blaisechimedin."Yourself-pityandbroodingistooloud."

	"Well, what the hell would you have me do?" asked Draco, throwing his hands in the airwith frustration. "Chat merrily with you two?"

	"You? Chat merrily?" Theo scoffed. "Anyway, why are you so miserable? You should've expected this from Granger. When you decided to have feelings for her, you knew whatyou were getting yourself into."

	"Decided to have feelings?" echoed Draco, furrowing his brow. "It was hardlyfuckingintentional."

	Blaise shook his head, his lips curved into a wry and detached smile. "Love's never intentional, you idiot. It's the most inconvenient thing in the world. That's why it knocksyou sideways. Especially cynical bastards like us."

	"Cynical? Me?" grinned Theo. "I'll have you know that I make daisy-chains and frolicwith unicorns on the weekends."

	Draco rolled his eyes, too preoccupied by Granger's whereabouts to appreciate hisfriend's humour. "You're not funny."

	"I think we all know I'm hilarious, you're just being a moody git. But that's fine, I know you love me really," said Theo, smirking when Draco fired an irate glare his way. "Don't giveme that look, you know it's true. Fifty Galleons says you'll even name one of your kids after me, or at least make me godfather-

	"What?" Draco snorted, but the corners of his mouth lifted for a moment. "You think Iwould name one of my kids after you? Why would I call my child Useless Twat Malfoy?"

	"Iknowyou'rejokingbutthatactuallyhasquitearingtoit."

	The chuckle that ripped its way out of Draco's throat was dry, cracked, and brief, more likea low cackle, but at least it was there. At least it was something raw and instinctive. At least it wasn't sigh number thirteen. A part of him was tempted to punch Theo for forcing a distraction, as pathetic and fleeting as it was, but Draco reluctantly realised he felt slightly more at ease, and judging by the softer expression on Blaise's face, he did too. The moment passed so quickly though, and Draco was back to picturing Granger, disguised as Bellatrix, trapping herself in Gringotts with Merlin knew how many Death Eaters, and he began to absently tap his fingers against the table again.

	.

	 

	
***

	 

	 

	.

	Hermione pulled back the drenched hair in her eyes and sputtered out the excess water inhermouth.

	"Youokay,Hermione?"askedRon,somewherenexttoher,andhishandcameintoherview.

	"Fine," she nodded as he helped her to her feet, and she shot a quick glance over to Harryto ensure he was well. "You okay, Ron?"

	"Yeah, thanks to your quick thinking. CushioningCharm?" "Yes, it was the first thing that popped into my head." "Lucky for us."

	She was about to smile, but then she saw him, and he was Ron again; red hair, friendly, freckled features, blue eyes, and a gasp burst past her lips. "You're you again! All thecharms-

	"Shit,you'reyoutoo."

	She looked down, analysing her young hands and the tips of her brown waves with complete bewilderment. "But I drank enough Polyjuice to last at least an hour. And the spells I usedon you...I don't understand."

	"It's the Thief's Downfall!" shouted Griphook. "It counteracts all magical concealmentand enchantments! They must suspect us! We need to hurry!"

	Hermione chewed her lip. Aside from a slight issue with Bellatrix's wand when they'd first entered Gringotts, she'd actually thought their plan had been going well. In hindsight,perhaps too well, although she gathered that Harry had helped a little along the way, mumbling a few Confundus Charms to delay the guards at the doors, and she knew he'd used the Imperius

	Curse to gain Bogrod's assistance, much to her discomfort about him using an Unforgivable. But she reasoned it was necessary at the moment, and as she turned her head, it seemed Bogrod was beginning to kick up a fuss, evidently no longer under the spell's possession,but Harry had already lifted his wand, reciting "Imperio", just as he had before.

	"Weneedtomove!"insistedGriphook."Theywillbecoming!"

	"Protego!" called Hermione, lifting Bellatrix's wand until the Shield Charm cut intothe cascade of the Thief's Downfall. "That should buy us a bit more time."

	The three of them followed Griphook deeper into the cavernous structure of Gringotts, and Hermionewonderedifshewouldevenrememberthewayoutwhenitcametoit,butshelost

	 

	
her train of thought when an echoing roar blasted towards them from somewhere ahead,and the breeze of it tickled her wet cheeks.

	"Whatthebloodyhellwasthat?"askedRon.

	"That's why we need the Clankers," Griphook explained, holding up the odd deviceforemphasis.

	As they turned a corner, Hermione's breath caught in her throat as she took in the beast:a tethered dragon with faded, grey scales and pinkish eyes, scars carved into its body from obvious mistreatment, and chains around its hind legs to keep it incarcerated.

	"It's partially blind," said Griphook. "But that just makes it more savage. It's been taughtto associate the Clankers with pain."

	"That'sbarbaric,"snappedHermione.

	"If you want to go up against it, be my guest," the Goblin sneered. "Otherwise, shutup,girly."

	On any other day, she knew she'd have pestered Griphook with a long-winded rant about the abuse of creatures until his ears had bled, but time was hardly on their side. Hell, nothingwas on their side, so she let it go, frowning as Griphook rattled the Clankers, and the tormented dragonrecoiled,allowingthemaccesstothevaultsbeyonditsreach.Thetrioandtwo Goblins approached the Lestrange vault, and Griphook directed Harry to compel Bogrod to

	place his hand against the door until the wood peeled back, like burning paper, and the fiveof them stepped inside.

	"Okay, search quickly!" said Harry, and as he said it, there was a loud bang as the vault'sdoorreappeared.

	"Bogrodcanreleaseus,"saidGriphook."Findwhatyou'relookingfor!"

	Casting Lumos Charms, the trio began to search, but when Hermione picked up a golden goblet, she yelped in pain, heat scorching her fingertips. "Ow! It burned me!" she yelled,butit was quickly forgotten as the trinket duplicated itself, and a shower of goblets rained downto her feet. "What the-

	"They must've added Germino and Flagrante Curses!" said Griphook. "Everything youtouch will scald and multiply! We could be crushed if you-

	"Shit!" gasped Ron, cradling his hand as several plates clattered to the floor by hisfeet. "Sorry, that was an accident."

	"Be careful!" shouted Harry, narrowly avoiding nudging an ornament himself. "We needto find it!"

	Watching her step, Hermione carefully meandered her way around all the objects cluttering thevault,hereyesdesperatelyscanningthespacewhenDraco'svoicepoppedintoherhead.

	 

	
"You know," she said. "Draco said his mother's vault might be similar to this, and if itwas, the most valuable items would be kept at the back on a high-

	"Shelf,"finishedHarry.

	It was the finality in her best friend's voice that caught her, and when Hermione looked upat him, he was staring hard at the vault's corner, his wand tilted upwards, and she followed his

	line of sight to a small cup on the back shelf. Helga Huffleuff's Cup; engraved badger and all. Harry had mentioned a while ago, not long before he and Ron had disappeared to hunt forthe Horcuxes, that Dumbledore had alluded to the possibility of the ancient artifact being a Horcrux, and there it was, and she could tell by the intense expression on Harry's face that he could feel it was a Horcrux.

	"It's there!" exclaimed Harry, but as he propelled his body towards it, he knocked into a setof ornaments, then a suit of armour.

	Withinseconds,thefloorwasaseaofgoldandsilver,eruptinglikebeautiful,shimmering

	lava as the carpet of trinkets began to rise above their knees. And beyond the vault door,the dragon roared, accompanied by the murmur of approaching voices, and Hermione met Harry's panicked eyes.

	"Ineedtogetupthere,"hesaiddesperately."Hermione,Ineed-

	"Levicorpus!" she shouted, gritting her teeth as the vault's contents singed and scorchedher skin, trying to keep her focus.

	Theriverofmetalrosehigherandhigher,andthevoicesoutsidegrewlouderandlouder.

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	The sound of a glass hitting the floor snapped Draco out of his trance, but he turned his head in time to catch the spray of shards skid across the floorboards, and it reminded him of ice skating. It took him a moment or two to realise it was his glass, and that he must've been the one to send it tumbling, and he studied the shallow puddle of crushed crystal by his feetwith dead eyes.

	"You clumsy dick," grumbled Theo, flicking his wand to clear the mess. "Why the helldid you do that?"

	"Itwasanaccident,"hemumbled."Ihada...shiverorsomething."

	Blaisetiltedhisheadandexhaled."We'vebeenhereforhours,talkingaboutnothing."

	 

	
"We should know something by now," said Draco, his tone suddenly impatient. "Wherethe fuck has Tonks gone? And Andromeda? And what-

	"If you're that concerned, perhaps you should consider telling Tonks where theyare- "I've told you-

	"Do you think you could kill your father?" Theo asked, the words crisp and clear,eerily comfortable on Theo's tongue.

	After exchanging a puzzled look with Blaise, Draco eyed his other friend warily, noting the completely calm expression on Theo's features as he casually flicked one fingernail, likehe'd asked them how they take their tea.

	"Whatdidyousay?"

	"I asked if you think you could kill your father," he repeated in the same nonchalantmanner. "I mean, we're probably going to have to help the Order, and we'll be fighting against our parents. If it was necessary, could you? Blaise?"

	Blaise shifted in his seat, his eyebrows low and his lips pursed in thought. "I don't haveafather."

	"Yourmotherthen."

	"She's hardly a mother," he sighed, tapping his chin hesitantly. "I don't know. I...guessit would depend on the circumstances-

	"She's about to kill you, maybe even Lovegood," Theo supplied quickly. "Could you doitthen?"

	"You'vecertainlygiventhisalotofthought,"remarkedDraco.

	"There's hardly a busy schedule in this place. Answer the question, Blaise. Could youkill your mother, or not?"

	"I don't know," he said again. "If it was Luna, possibly, but I have no idea. There's something...unnatural about shedding blood that's effectively your own. I guess it wouldall come down to instinct, or even impulse."

	Theo seemed to take his time absorbing Blaise's response, his head cocked thoughtfully tothe side until he nodded, apparently satisfied. "And you, Draco?"

	"I haven't seen my father in over a year," he replied. "I don't...even know what he's likenow- "He's still a bastard."

	Draco tried very hard to be angry at Theo's comment, and he fired a glare at his friend, but it was half-hearted, forced, and lazy, because he knew the comment was true. It wasn't as ifhe'd ever been oblivious to his father's cruel conduct, on the contrary, he'd admired it, relished it

	 

	
even, emulated and thrived off it, proud to be compared to him. But Draco felt so mucholder now; more grounded and aware of the balance that relied on his feet and his mind, not his father's, and it was an oddly comforting epiphany.

	"Idon'tknow,"hemumbled."Blaiseisright,bloodisblood-

	"And bile is bile, and shit is shit, and spit is spit, and sweat is sweat," Theolisted, annunciating each syllable. "It's all just biology."

	"It'snotthatsimple-

	"What if he went for Granger?" he pushed. "And you know he wouldn't hesitate giventhe opportunity. What then?"

	Draco closed his eyes and tried to calm his temper, feeling the heat of it rise from his chestinto his throat, and it was wedged there, like a stone, choking him, stopping his breath. He wondered if this would be what it felt like, to raise his wand and aim it at his father's chest,ifit would make him choke, if he would be able to breathe. Granger would probably talk him back to sanity anyway, even if his father did threaten her. That was just how she was, forever seeking the good buried within the darkest hosts, just as she had with him, and the image of her on the backs of lids helped him breathe again.

	"I...I don't know what I'd do," he confessed, clearing his throat to rid the itch. "I'd dowhat was necessary."

	Theo did as he'd done with Blaise, nodding absently, weighing up the response in hishead before deeming it good enough. Then he coolly shrugged his shoulders, plucking away a speck of fluff from his sleeve.

	"I think I could kill my father," he stated evenly. "Yeah, I think I could. I think he deservesit.I think I'd be doing the world a favour." He paused to nod with confidence. "I don't think I'd feel a shred of guilt either."

	Draco couldn't decide if he should envy Theo for his conviction, or pity him for being so damaged,orevenifheshouldfeelcompletelyindifferentbecause,inreality,Theohadsimply voiced the question they'd all been asking themselves for weeks, and it had been like a needle, incessantly stabbing into their minds.

	"Well," said Theo, his voice upbeat now, and a strained grin on his lips. "That was avery morbid and gloomy conversation, wasn't it?"

	"Youstartedit,"Dracofrowned.

	"Someone had to. And it least it stopped you two whinging about your girlfriends for abit." "And you'd prefer we discussed the death of our parents?"

	"I'd prefer we didn't discuss either, but it's all related. Death, love, blood, friends, enemies, parents.They'reallsynonymouswhenthere'sawargoingon,"mumbledTheo,hoodinghis

	 

	
eyes. "Ted once said that wars are like the sea; unpredictable and unforgiving, and beforeyou know it everyone's drowning."

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	Hermione surged upwards, her mouth wide open and gasping for air as she broke the lake's surface. Whipping her head around to ensure the boys were alright, she checked she had her bag and her wand before she swam for land, struggling to even manage a doggy-paddle, the heavy dress dragging her down. When her feet finally found pebbles, she was tempted tostay in the water, finding that it soothed all the burns on her skin from the items in the Lestrange Vault, but Harry was grabbing her elbow and helping her stumble onto land before she couldprotest.

	When she'd caught her breath, she looked to the sky, watching the dragon that had aidedtheir escape fly over the mountains and out of her sight. "Do you think the dragon will be okay?"

	"I'm more worried about us at the moment," said Harry, flinching as he shrugged out ofhis jumper. "You have anything for these burns?"

	"I have Dittany," she replied, reaching into her bag and handing the vial to him. "Try notto use so much though. We might need it."

	"That sodding Goblin!" hissed Ron. "I knew we couldn't trust him, that thieving shit. Ican't believe he just nicked the sword and left us to fend for ourselves!"

	"We escaped with our lives and the Horcrux," said Harry. "Let's just be grateful forthat- "Yes, we have a Horcrux and no way to destroy it. Fucking stellar."

	"At least we know how to destroy it though," offered Hermione. "I'm more concerned about the fact that You-Know-Who is going to know now that we are searching for theHorcruxes. What if he..."

	She trailed off when she noticed the blank stare in Harry's eyes, and in a second he was growling in pain, clutching his scar, and falling to his knees. Both she and Ron were at his side,callinghisnameashetwitchedandwrithed,tryingtopullhimoutofit,butitwas futile. Hermione couldn't tell if Harry's turmoil lasted for one minute or ten, but then hiseyes snapped open, darting around wildly, and he swallowed heavily before he spoke.

	"WeneedtogettoHogwarts."
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	Hermione toyed with a loose thread on her jumper, pulling it tight until there was atemporary dent slicing into her index finger; she frowned, lifting her eyes back to Harry.

	"Right,explainonemoretimewhatyousaw,Harry.Slowly."

	"I told you!" he said, evidently exasperated. "You-Know-Who killed the goblins for letting us escape from Gringotts, all of them! Including Griphook! And he knows we have Helga'sCup. He's anxious and panicky now, because he suspects we know about the Horcruxes."

	"Wellthat'snotgood,"mumbledRon.

	"No, but I could hear his thoughts, and I know that he's keeping a Horcrux in Hogwarts. Iheard it. And he's going to head there, so we need to get there before he has a chance tomoveit."

	"But, Harry, we don't even know what we're looking for," said Hermione, "Or where to even start looking. Hogwarts is a big place, and it probably has hundreds of hiding places wedon't know about."

	"Butwehavethemap."

	"Butnoteverythingshowsuponthemap,liketheRoomorRequirement-

	"But most of it does. And we know that the Horcrux must be linked to Rowena Ravenclaw somehow. Dumbledore said last year that he believed the Horcruxes would be connectedto the Founders, so this one must have something to do with Ravenclaw-

	"Butwedon't-

	"And, You-Know-Who revealed that Nagini is a Horcrux, and if he's heading toHogwarts with her, then that's two Horcruxes in the same place."

	"Two birds, one stone," said Ron. "But how do we destroy them without thesword?" "I don't know yet, but at least if we get them, we can figure that out later-

	 

	
"Harry,wait,"sighedHermione."Doyourealisehowdifficultit'sgoingtobetogetto

	Hogwarts? We might be able to get into Hogsmeade with the Invisibility Cloak, butHogwarts is practically impenetrable. They have Death Eaters and Dementors everywhere-

	"We'll figure something out; see how bad it really is when we get to Hogsmeade," he hushed her. "Once he realises the ring and the locket are gone, he'll be heading to Hogwarts. Wedon't have time for hesitation, Hermione."

	Her frown deepened as Harry tugged her bag out of her hand and pulled out the cloak. She knew he was right, of course, that they didn't have time to linger on the edge of idleness,but the abruptness of it all left her feeling uneasy. She was hardly spontaneous at the best of

	times, and she wondered if Harry's eagerness might be clouding his judgement and hisability to remain rational.

	"Thisdoesn'tsitrightwithme,"shewhisperedtoRon."Wearenotproperlyprepared."

	"Yeah but bugger it," he replied. "I doubt all the planning in the world could prepare usfor this. Even your kind of planning."

	"Perhapsyou'reright,butIjustfeellike...thisisit.Ifeellike-

	"Guys, come on!" called Harry, holding up the cloak for them to slip under. "We need togetgoing!"

	The words died on her tongue as Ron gave her an innocent shrug and left her side, joining Harry beneath the cloak. Smothering the urge to protest or insist that they should takesome time to prepare, she headed toward her two companions with heavy ankles, dragging her heels in the mud. If Harry noticed her reluctance, he didn't say anything, but as they linked their hands to Apparate, he gave hers a gentle, reassuring squeeze.

	Andwiththesoundofawhipsnappingtheair,theyweregone.

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	"Check."

	Draco resisted the urge to roll his eyes. Blaise and Theo's chess match had been in playfor almost two hours, and this was the fifth time Blaise had cornered Theo's king. Theo had

	never been particularly skilled at the game, but his inadequacy today was irritating Dracoto no end, although he acknowledged that he'd hardly been in the best of moods anyway.

	Perhaps that was why he was focussing all his attention on their game, directing allhis frustration at Theo, distracting himself from thoughts of Granger and her welfare.

	 

	
"Shit,"hissedTheo,movinghisking."Idon'tknowwheremygameistoday."

	"You never had a game," said Draco. "You were always shit at chess. Even Goyle beatyou." "Hey, I've beaten you before."

	"Onetimeinthirdyear."

	"And you still look fucking bitter about it," Theo smirked, "Like I shoved the king upyour arse or something."

	Blaise shook his head. "Must you always be socrass?" "Yes, it's part of my charm."

	"Check," said Blaise again, snaring the King with his Bishop and directing a bored lookat Theo. "Your charm is about as good as your chess playing skills."

	"Well, we all know that's bullshit," he replied. "I could've charmed the chastity beltoff Umbridge if I'd wanted to-

	"Theo, what the fuck?" growled Blaise. "Do you think I need those kinds of thoughts inmyhead-

	"I bet it would be a pink chastity belt with a metaphorical cat on it saying 'Don't touchmypuss-

	"Merlin,Theo,STOPIT!"

	Draco caught himself grinning as his two friends bickered back and forth like they were fourteen again, before all the chaos had started to settle in. Before Voldemort hadreturned. And now he thought about it, they'd been confined before even then, bearing the burden of the hatred their parents had hammered into their heads from the moment they could listen. Looking at his friends now, particularly Theo, they looked so much...healthier, free and young. Even though they barely had a Galleon between the three of them, their girlfriends

	were AWOL, and there was a war waiting around the corner, Draco thought that this wasthe best they'd ever been as young men.

	Notboys.Men.

	AndatleastTheoseemedtobegettingoverTed'sdeathdaybyday,witandprofanity pouring out of his mouth, just as they should be. His temper had simmered, his cockinesswas back, and Draco could honestly look at Blaise and Theo now and consider them more than casual allies for personal gain. He wouldn't call them friends as such, if only because they would taunt him for using the word, but he trusted them and felt at ease in their company,even admired them.

	"...it'snotmyfaultyoudon'thaveasenseofhumour-

	"Ihaveasenseofhumour,Theo,you'rejustnotfuckingfunny-

	 

	
"Whymustyoulietoyourselfeveryday?"

	"Wouldyoushutthehellupandjustmakeyourmove!"

	"You two sound more like brothers every day," remarked Draco, smirking at theiroffendedlooks.

	"Step-brothers," corrected Theo. "Aside from the obvious fact that I am far toogood-looking to be related to Blaise by blood, the fact that he has no sense of humour-

	"Bloody hell, Theo, don't make me come over to your side of thetable." "What are you going to do? Patronise me to death?"

	Blaiseshotuptohisfeet."I'llshowyouwhatI'llbloody..."

	He trailed off when Andromeda entered the room, retaking his seat with a ratherembarrassed expression,notthatsheappearedtonotice.StudyinghisAuntcuriously,Dracofelttheknot of nerves in his stomach tighten as he took in her serious features, waiting expectantly as she met his eyes across the room.

	"I thought you might like to know," she said carefully, "That they made it out ofGringotts." Draco's eyebrows shot up as a sigh he couldn't stop rushed out of him. "You're certain?"

	"Yes,theygotout."

	"Who got out?" asked Theo, and then his eyes widened. "Wait, Granger and the dipshitduo were in Gringotts?! What the fu-

	"Howdoyouknow?"interruptedDraco,ignoringhiscompanion.

	"You know the Order has their...contacts. Tonks is at a safe-house with The Order, andshe passed the information on to me."

	Draco wondered if Snape had somehow relayed the information to McGonagall, and it had been passed on to Tonks, then to his Aunt, or if there were more spies creeping their way around Voldemort's den. And then he decided he didn't care. Granger had made it out ofher suicide mission with a pulse, and that was all he needed and wanted to focus on for the moment. An odd sensation found its way to his chest, something he couldn't place, and he absently wondered if it might be hope, but quickly discarded that notion.

	"I need to leave for a little while, there's a lot going on," Andromeda continued. "Willyou boys be alright here?"

	"We're fine," said Theo quickly, waving her away and waiting until she'd disappearedbefore he turned to Draco with uninhibited interest. "Granger went to fucking Gringotts? As in the Gringotts? The bank that's currently swarming with Death Eaters?"

	 

	
"How many Gringotts do you know?" frowned Blaise. "Although I have to agree withTheo. That was ballsy."

	"Ballsy?" Theo repeated. "It's fucking insane. You need to keep your girlfriend awayfrom those morons she calls friends, because apparently death wishes are contagious-

	"Andromeda didn't say where Granger is now," mumbled Draco, dropping his head."She doesn't know where Granger is."

	Theo snorted. "Look, she made it out of Gringotts alive, okay. I'm sure she's bloody fine.Quitcomplaining."

	"You know how intelligent and resourceful Granger is, Draco," Blaise assured him. "Andthe Gryffindors have Irish luck. Again, I hate to agree with Theo, but if anyone will be fine, itwill be Hermione Granger."

	Draco nodded absently, doing his best to remove any hint of concern from his expression,and if any of it remained, Theo and Blaise didn't comment. Instead, they returned to their chess match, seemingly deciding it was best to leave him to untangle his thoughts, and Theo finally moved his king to a safe square.

	"Just out of curiosity," said Blaise. "Why were they atGringotts?" "I can't tell you."

	Theo clicked his tongue. "I feel like that's the bloody motto around here. 'I can't tell you'or 'It's a secret,' might as well be carved into the sodding door."

	"Would you stop complaining?" Blaise snapped. "Just make your move so I can beatyoualready."

	"Don'tgetcocky,Blaise-

	"You'recallingmecocky?"

	"I believe that was the intention of my last sentence,yes." "Just make your move-

	"I'llmakeitwhenI'mgoodandready..."

	Draco barely heard them this time, their voices muffled static in his ears, distant anddistorted. His eyes wandered over to the window, and he stared past the reflection ofhimself into the night outside. It had been dark for a couple of hours already and he guessed it was around nine in the evening now, but the darkness of the sky seemed so...permanent and consuming, and he couldn't look away. There was no moon, no stars, but somewhere in the distance, a shard of lightning cut through the vast, black emptiness, and a shiver ran up Draco's spine.

	 

	
The air felt hostile and unbalanced tonight, like the electricity of the oncoming storm was prickling against his skin, and all he could do was silently beg some unseen greater forcethat Granger would be fine.

	Then he looked back to Blaise and Theo, thought of Tonks, Andromeda and Teddy, of his parents, of Bletchley, Davis, and Bulstrode, hell, even Lovegood, if only for Blaise'ssanity, and begged that obscure greater force that they'd all be fine too.

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	Hermione felt the ground beneath her feet, and through the cloak's translucent veil, she could make out the buildings of Hogsmeade; so familiar and yet unfamiliar now. Zonko's and Honeydukes appeared to be half-burned down, the windows shattered, and the doors rippedoff their hinges. She thought of Christmas, when lights, candles, and trinkets had adornedthe shops, lighting up the street, and now it looked like an abandoned ghost town, save the glow coming from The Three Broomsticks.

	The moment her eyes settled on the pub, a harsh and high-pitched shriek sliced throughher, and it didn't fade; just kept ringing in her ears. The door of the pub burst open, and outpoured several Death Eaters, their wands ready, and one was screaming, "Accio Cloak!"

	before she could really comprehend it. But the Invisibility Cloak didn't move, andshe resisted the urge to sigh with relief.

	"We know you're here, Potter!" one of them shouted. "No point trying to escapeeither! Spread out and find him!"

	The Death Eaters surged towards them, but they managed to move out of the way in time, ducking down into a side street, all of them holding their breath as flashes of light beganto erupt around Hogsmeade.

	"Weneedtogetoutofhere,"whisperedHermione."Therearetoomany."

	"You heard him, there's no escape," said Harry. "They must've set up some wardsor something. They were ready for us-

	"GettheDementors!"avoicecalledsomewhereinthedistance."They'llfindhim!"

	Hermione turned to Harry, meeting his panicked eyes with her own, and she desperately reached for his hand, then Ron's, readying herself to Apparate, but it didn't work. The air around them felt heavy with wards, and she began to frantically search through her mindand memories for something she could do, but the cold crept up on her, and she could see the

	 

	
Dementors heading towards them. Before she even realised it, Harry had his wand out,and then a brilliant, white stag was jumping out the tip, and the Dementors dispersed.

	"Over there!" one of the Death Eaters shouted; but before Hermione had a moment to gather herthoughts,sheheardadooropen,andlightpouredintothedarkspacetheywerehidingin.

	"Potter, get in here!" a harsh whispered ordered. "Head upstairs, keep the Cloak on, andstaysilent!"

	Harry was holding her hand again, dragging her and Ron towards the voice. Once inside the building, Hermione took in the musty scent and fragile bar, realising they were in the Hog's Head Inn, and she followed Harry to a door at the back that led to a flight of groaning stairs. Reaching a sitting room with a welcoming fireplace, Hermione let go of the breath she'dbeen holding, taking a second to study the large painting of a young and delicate girl smiling pleasantly at them.

	Shouts from outside caught her attention, and she and Ron kept close to Harry as he madehis way to a window, adjusting the Cloak a little to make sure they were sufficiently covered

	beforetheylookedoutside.

	"I don't have a stag Patronus, I have a goat Patronus, you idiot! I just showed you!" yelled a man, who Hermione now realised was the Hog's Head's barman, and the man who hadsaved them. "I'm not having those Dementors out on my street-

	"You broke Curfew!" argued the DeathEater. "If I want to let out my bloody cat, I will!"

	"YourcatsetofftheCaterwaulingCharm?"

	"So what? Going to send me to Azkaban, are you? I hope you haven't pressed your littleDark Marks and summoned him. He's not going to be happy if you called him here because of mycat."

	"YoubrokeCurfew-

	"What are going to do, shut down my pub? And then what would happen to all yourblack market potions and trading?"

	"Don'tthreatenme-

	"Ikeepquiet,nowbuggeroff."

	TheDeathEaterbackedoffalittle."Don'tbreakCurfewagain,orwewon'tbesolenient."

	Then Hermione heard a door slam, footsteps heading towards the sitting room, and inmarched the barman. Hermione was struck speechless by his resemblance to Dumbledore. From the striking blue eyes to the beard spread out across his chest, the similarities were remarkable, and Hermione had read enough texts, including Skeeter's cruel account ofAlbus Dumbledore's life, to know that the man before them was Aberforth Dumbledore.

	 

	
"You're Aberforth," confirmed Harry, stepping forward. "Thank you somuch- "You shouldn't be here," frowned Aberforth. "You foolish-

	"It'syoureyeI'vebeenseeinginthemirror."

	Hermione switched her gaze to her best friend, confused about that comment, and then she realised that Harry was looking at the mirror on the mantelpiece above the fireplace, acorner of it missing, and the missing piece was in Harry's hand. Harry had told her in the days at

	Tonks' house how he'd stared into the mirror shard while Bellatrix had been torturing her, begging for help, and how he'd seen an eye staring back at him, and it all came togetherin her mind.

	"YousentDobby."

	Aberforthnodded."Whereishe?"

	"Dead," replied Harry, his voice shaking a little. "Bellatrix killed him." "Pity,"hemumbled,yethisfaceremainedstoic."Iquitelikedthatelf."

	Behind her, Hermione heard a low grumble coming from Ron's stomach, and whenshe turned to face him he had a sheepish look on his face.

	"Sorry,"hemuttered."I'mstarving."

	She was about to scold him for his timing, but then her stomach sang too, and sheoffered their host an apologetic glance.

	"There's food over there," said Aberforth, pointing to the table in the corner of theroom. "Help yourselves."

	Hermione and Ron slowly made their way towards the table and she picked up an iced bun, timidly picking at it to appear polite while Ron practically swallowed a muffin whole.Harry stayed where he was, his eyes flicking between Aberforth and the mirror on top of themantelpiece.

	"Howdidyougetthemirror?"askedHarry."ItwasSirius'."

	"Bought it from Mundungus a while ago. Albus explained what it was and I've beenkeeping an eye on you. Speaking of which, we need to figure out how to get you away from here-

	"What?"snappedHarry."We'renotleaving.WeneedtogettoHogwarts."

	"Don't be so bloody stupid, boy," said Aberforth. "You need to get out of here. Go overseasor something and stay the hell away from-

	"No,Ihaveajobtodo!YourbrotheraskedmetodoajobandI'mrunningoutof-

	 

	
"Ifyouknowwhat'sbestforyou,you'llforgeteverythingmybrotherevertoldyou,and

	forget any promises you're keeping to a dead man," he replied coldly, bitterly. "Mybrother had a habit of tainting people's lives, and the best thing you can do is forget him."

	"Dumbledore loved Harry," Hermione spoke up, feeling the need to defend him as she tookin his disappointed expression.

	"It was the people my brother loved who suffered the most!" he retorted, shooting his eyes over to the painting of the young girl. "Listen to me, Potter, forget whatever my brothertoldyou."

	"But it's not just about me, it's about everyone," tried Harry. "It could win...we need tokeep fighting. You have to understand, you're part of the Order-

	Aberforth scoffed. "The Order is over. Finished. We've alreadylost." "That's not true, we still have a chance, and Dumbledore told me- "Get someone else to do whatever job my brother left you."

	"Itneedstobeme!"

	Aberforth shook his head with weariness, his gaze falling to the painting again andlingering there for stretched out moment. Hermione thought she might know who the smiling girl was now, but she nibbled her lip nervously, uncertain if it was appropriate to ask, but the silencein the room became too profound for her to resist.

	"IsthatAriana,MrDumbledore?"sheasked."Yoursister?"

	Hiseyesnarrowed."BeenreadingsomeSkeetershit,havewe?"

	Hermione felt the heat warm her cheeks and she averted her eyes, idly picking at hericed bun, but the need to ask another question forced her to look back at Aberforth. "Were

	you...were you talking about Ariana when you said that the people your brotherloved suffered the most?"

	His eyes clenched shut and a shadow seemed to pass over his face. When he opened hiseyes, he was glaring at Harry, his jaw clenched like he was trying to restrain himself. Seating

	himself in a dusty armchair that look older than him, he propped his chin against the backof his hand, and let go of a long and burdened breath.

	"Youwanttoknowthetruthaboutmybrother,Potter?"hesaid."Takeaseat."

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	
.

	Blaisemovedhisbishop."Check."

	"Oh, for fuck's sake," muttered Draco. "Theo, that's the eighth time he's checked you.Just give it up."

	"Hush,"saidTheo."I'mconcentrating."

	Draco shook his head with frustration, leaning back in his char and folding his armsacross his chest. This was so typical of Theo, dodging the final blow, avoiding the unavoidable.

	Even when they'd been kids he'd pushed the boundaries, refusing to give up when he was already beaten, usually earning him a harsh beating from his father when there wasnowhere left to run. The bad always caught up with Theo eventually, even if he was a master at delaying the inevitable.

	Sighing and huffing the hair out of his eyes, Draco turned his attention to the window again, andhiseyeswidenedafraction."Bloodyhell,"hemurmured,"Thatstormpickedupquick."

	Beyond the window pane the black clouds thrashed and throbbed, white sparks oflightening illuminating the sky accompanied by loud, angry growls of thunder that Draco swore made

	the glass vibrate. In such a short time, the chaos of the storm had crept up on them. Barelyan hour ago it had been miles away, yet now, it almost seemed directly above Tonks' house, hovering above their heads, and Draco felt another shiver tickle its way up his spine.

	"Checkmate,"saidBlaise.

	Draco turned back to their chess match, noting that Theo had finally been defeated,courtesy of Blaise's black castle.

	"Bollocks,"frownedTheo,thenheshrugged."Bestoutofthree?"

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	Hermione could feel the tears gathering in her eyes, to the point that it was almostpainful, but she refused to let any fall.

	For the past seven minutes, she'd listened to Aberforth spill out the tragic details of hissister's short life: How she'd been attacked by a group of Muggle boys when she'd been six, and howithadtraumatisedher,leavinghermagicalabilitiesunstable.Howherfatherhadattacked thatgroupofboysandthenendedupAzkaban,andhowhermother,inherdesperationto keep her daughter close, kept Ariana hidden away, isolating her from the world. How Ariana

	 

	
had then killed her mother with an accidental magical outburst, and then how she'd beenleft in the care Dumbledore.

	And then finally, she'd listened to how a confrontation between Aberforth, Dumbledore and Gellert Grindelwald had killed Ariana, and during Aberforth's speech, the resentment hefelt towards Albus had been so loud and heartbreaking.

	Hermione glanced at Harry, wondering what was going through his head after hearingthe dark past of the man he had idolised and trusted like a wonderful grandfather. She would

	never admit it to Harry, but Aberforth's account had made her doubt her own feelingstowards Dumbledore, and she wondered if she should feel guilty for that.

	"Anyway,"whisperedAberforth,"WithArianagone,Albuswasfreeto-

	"Hewasn'tfreethough,"interruptedHarry."Hewasn't.Iknowhewasn't.Thenightyour

	brother died, he drank a potion that made him mad, and he kept on saying, 'Don't hurtthem. Hurt me instead'. He thought he was back there with you and Grindelwald. He thought hewas watching Grindelwald hurting you and Ariana, I know he was. He was never free."

	Hermione stared at Harry, wide-eyed and open-mouthed. He'd never really gone into the details of the night Dumbledore had died, and she and Ron had never pushed him fordetails, knowing it would be too painful for him revisit the memories of that night.

	Aberforth dropped his eyes to his aged and withered hands, toying with them in his lap,and looking so sad that Hermione had to look away. "How do you know my brother wasn't thinking about the greater good instead of you, Potter? How do you know you're not just a pawn, a casualty of his vision, like my sister was?"

	"No," said Hermione, shaking her head. "Dumbledore lovedHarry." "Then why didn't he tell you all to hide? To survive?"

	"Because this is bigger than us!" yelled Harry, rising to his feet. "Because this is War,and you need to think beyond yourself! You might've given up, but I will not!"

	"WhosaidI'vegivenup?"

	"You did! You said the Order's finished and that You-Know-Who haswon- "It's true!"

	"Your brother told me how to defeat You-Know-Who! I will carry on! I will continue tofight until he is finished, or I will die trying!"

	"Weallwill,"saidHermione.

	"Yeah,"noddedRonbesideher."We'renotgivingup."

	Harry offered them both of smiles gratitude before he turned back to Aberforth, whoseemed deep in contemplation again, looking so much older than he had just a few moments ago.

	 

	
"We need to get into Hogwarts," Harry repeated. "If you won't help us, then we'll do it ourselves, but if you do know a way to help us, I am asking you...no, I am begging you totell us, because we need all the help we can get."

	Aberforth released a long and laboured sigh, stroking his beard with his thin fingers for a moment, and Hermione could see the conflict in his bright, blue eyes. After what feltlike minutes, he slowly got to his feet and approached the painting of Ariana, looking at the portrait of his sister, and Hermione thought she saw a tear slide down his cheek.

	"Okay,"hesaidtothepainting,"Youknowwhattodo."

	Ariana's naive smile stretched a little, and then she turned and walked away down what appeared to be a tunnel painted behind her. Hermione felt her brow furrow withconfusion.

	"Ummm,"saidRon."Whereisshe-

	"There's only one way into the castle," explained Aberforth. "All the secret passages are blocked, they have Dementors surrounding the walls, patrols inside the school, and youhave Snape in charge with the Carrows following his every order." He turned to Harry. "I have no idea what you intend to do once you get inside, but as you said, you're prepared to die."

	"I don't understand," murmured Hermione, approaching the painting and studying itclosely."What..."

	But she trailed off when she saw a movement; a small speck of colour appeared at the endof the tunnel and Hermione guessed it was Ariana, growing bigger as she returned, but therewas someone else at her side. Hermione squinted, trying to discern who it was.

	The figure was tall, his clothes ripped and torn, his hair brown, and he walked with a slight limp towards them; yet there was a bounce in his stride, like he was excited, and it was that more than anything else that made her realise that Ariana's companion was Neville. The portrait swung open like a door, and Neville practically fell into the room with hiseagerness,a huge grin on his face despite the cuts and bruises marring his skin.

	"Harry!" he beamed, pulling Harry into a crushing hug. "I knew you'dcome!" "Neville?" mumbled Harry once he'd been released. "But...how...?"

	Hermione was ready with her own string of questions, but suddenly she was being liftedoff the floor, wrapped up in Neville's strong arms. He dropped her, moving on to greet Ron in a similar fashion, and Hermione frowned at Neville's tattered and bloodstained robes. In the better light of the room, the scratches on his face appeared so much worse, and Hermione shared a worried look with Harry.

	"Neville,"triedHarryagain."WhatonEarthhappenedtoyou?"

	"Huh? Oh, I'm not too bad," shrugged Neville. "You should see some of the others. Seamusis pretty bad. Come on, let's get going." He turned to climb back inside the tunnel, glancing at

	 

	
Aberforth over his shoulder. "There's going to be a few more coming, Ab. They'llbe Apparating to the bar, okay."

	With Ron's help, Hermione crawled into the tunnel after Neville, hearing Harry thank Aberforth for saving their lives behind her, and then the four of them began to movedown the passageway, guided by the glow of bright lamps.

	"So, is it true?" asked Neville. "You broke into Gringotts and then escaped on adragon?" "It's true," said Ron.

	"That's bloody brilliant! But what the hell were you doing there? Have you been upto something, to defeat You-Know-Who?"

	"Yes, but tell us about Hogwarts, Neville," said Harry, avoiding his question. "What'sbeen going on?"

	"It isn't really Hogwarts anymore. It's more like a torture house. The Carrow twins are sadistic. Amycus teaches Defence Against the Dark Arts and makes us use theCruciatus Curse on each other."

	"What?"gaspedHermione."Youcan'tbeserious."

	"I'm completely serious. I got this one," he said, pointing to the largest gash on his face,"For refusing to do it. They don't like when you stand up to them. And then Alecto teaches

	Muggle Studies, tells everyone they're vermin, that they're all stupid and feral, and I gotthis one," he pointed to another scratch, "For standing up to her in class."

	"Bloodyhell,Neville,"mumbledHarry."Youshouldbemorecareful."

	"No, it's good! It gives everyone hope when people stand up to them. Anyway, me andGinny started up Dumbledore's Army again."

	Hermione flicked her eyes over to Harry, witnessing his features perk up at the mentionof Ginny, and she thought of Draco, safely staying at Tonks' home away from the horror that Hogwarts had become, and she was grateful for that.

	"It's been hard," Neville continued. "Anyone who has relatives who are openly resistingYou- Know-Who get a lot of shit. The Death Eaters pretty much want me dead now because I've been speaking up, so I had to go into hiding. Ginny too. And Lee. And - Oh! Did I mentionthat Luna and Dean showed up here this morning? Just turned up out of the blue! I don't

	knowwherethey'vebeen-

	"They were with us," explained Hermione. "We've been staying at Tonks and Remus'house, recovering after what happened at Malfoy Manor."

	"Yeah,weheardaboutthat.Gladtoyouseeyoualllookokay,becausethatsounded-

	"Wait,yousaidyouhadtogointohiding,"saidHarry."Butyou'retakingustoHogwarts?"

	 

	
"Ah,you'llsee,"repliedNeville,acheerygrinonhisface."We'reherenowanyway."

	Turning a small corner, they arrived at a door at the end of the tunnel, and Neville pushedit open, shouting, "Look, guys! I told you they'd come! It's Harry, Ron, and Hermione!"

	Hermione barely managed to jump down into the room she didn't recognise before she was engulfed by a horde of twenty or more people, all of them hugging her , Harry, and Ron, shouting over each other with delight and relief. The Patil twins wrapped their arms around her, Michael Corner was beaming at her, Terry Boot was patting her back, and all shecould do was take in their happy, scratched faces, wondering just what they'd been through in the last couple of months.

	"Guys!"shoutedNevilleovertheracket."Guys!Givethemsomespace!"

	Finally able to take in her surroundings, Hermione studied the room, noting the many hammocks, all brightly coloured and strung up like festive bunting. She noticed bookcases bulging with books, tables and chairs scattered around, a wireless in the corner, somebrooms resting against the wall, and hung up on the wooden walls were the House emblems of

	Gryffindor, Ravenclaw, and Hufflepuff. But no Slytherin. There was hardly a shimmer of green or silver anywhere. She'd never seen a room like it, and she wondered if they werein Hogwarts at all.

	"WhereonEartharewe?"askedHarry.

	"The Room of Requirement!" supplied Neville. "I did a bit of redecorating. I was running away from the Carrows and it let me in! It was smaller than this to begin with, but sincethe

	D.A. arrived, it's expanded and gotten even more impressive. The tunnel to Abappearedwhen I was hungry. He's been providing us with food because the room can't."

	"AndtheCarrowscan'tgetinside?"askedRon.

	"Nah," said Neville calmly. "I kind of learned you had to be more specific with what you want, so I just asked the room to make sure no Carrow supporters could get in. As long as there's always someone in the room, it's fine! Oh hey, guys" he addressed the groupagain. "They did go to Gringotts!"

	"Noway!"exclaimedSeamus."Whatwereyoudoingthere?"

	The others all started barking out similar questions, but Hermione zoned out when Harry suddenly lurched forward, his hand flying up to his forehead. She reached for his arm in an attempt to steady him, but in the next second he was fine, standing up straight, but the lookof dread on his face was telling.

	"Weneedtohurry,"hewhispered,soonlysheandRonwouldhear."Heisonhisway."

	Behind them, there was a noise, and the door to the passageway swung open, revealingFred, George, Lee, and Cho.

	"Whatareyoulotdoinghere?"askedRon.

	 

	
"Good evening to you too, little bro," grinned Fred. "We're here for the fight, aren'twe? Neville called for us."

	"Thefight?"saidHarry."Nowholdon,we'renothereforthat."

	"Of course you are!" shouted Neville. "Why else would you behere?" "We're looking for something."

	"What, and then you're just going toleave?" "Well...no, but...this is insane!"

	"Calm down, Harry," smiled George. "Don't get your knickers in atwist." "No, you don't understand..."

	There was another sound behind them, the tunnel's door was being pushed opened again, and Harry fell silent. Upon seeing Ginny, Harry's face brightened, and Hermione smiledprivately to herself, knowing how long it had been since they'd seen each other. But they didn't have

	the time for wistful glances, and Hermione nudged her bestfriend. "Harry," she whispered. "The Horcrux."

	"Oh, right," he mumbled, a little embarrassed. "But how do I ask them where it iswithout telling them what it is?"

	"Just tell them we're looking for something to do with Ravenclaw. They support you;they won't force you to explain."

	"Hermione,Idon'twantthemtofight."

	Bitingherbottomlipandshiftinghereyestoscantheroom,sheanalysedalltheirfriends'

	eager faces, the way they clutched their wands with excitement and anticipation, and thenshe turned back to Harry, offering him a pat on his shoulder.

	"I don't think you can stop them, Harry," she whispered. "Look at them. They've beenwaiting for this. You can't hope to tame a revolution all by yourself. But you need to ask them about

	theHorcrux.Thatiswhatyouneedtodorightnow."

	Sighing and turning back to the crowd, Harry directed his attention to the small groupof Ravenclaws to his side; Cho, Padma, Michael, and Terry. "Look, we're searching for something. We need it to beat You-Know-Who. We think it has something to do with

	Ravenclaw, something signature to her, like the Sword was signature to Gryffindor.Anyone know what it could be?"

	The silence that followed Harry's question was a loud one, and Hermione couldpractically feel his panic building as the four Ravenclaws exchanged uncertain looks with each other.

	"There'sthediadem."

	 

	
Hermione's ears pricked up to the sound of Luna's warm and familiar voice, and her eyes eagerly darted around the room, trying to locate her friend. Dumbledore's Army parted to reveal the sweet blonde perched on a low-hung hammock, hands placed innocently in herlap and a brilliant smile on her lips.

	"I told you about it, Harry," she went on. "Ravenclaw'sDiadem- "Yeah, but it's lost," said Cho. "No one's seen it in-

	"Hush," hissed Ginny, and Hermione felt the tension fly between the two witches likehot sparks. "Let Luna finish."

	"Well, that's the only thing that was signature to Ravenclaw. I could show you what itlooks like. There's a statue of her in the Ravenclaw Common Room and she's wearing it."

	Hermione frowned as Harry flinched again, his fingers returning to his scar, and then he turned to face her and Ron, his voice quiet and low. "He's on the move," he explained. "I wanttohavealookatthisstatuewithLuna.Iknowit'snotmuchtogoon,butmaybeI'll

	recognise it or something will click if I know what it looks like. Can you stay here andkeep the Cup safe?"

	"Ofcourse,"saidRon."Youshouldworryaboutkeepingyourselfsafe,mate."

	"Yes, Harry, do be careful," Hermione mumbled. "Stay under the Cloak. Constantvigilance,remember?"

	"Sure.I'llbebackinabit.Trytocalmtheselotdown."

	Simply nodding and trying to hide any indication of her misgivings, she watched Harry and Luna walk away, guided by Neville to the exit, and then her two friends were gone, out into the dark halls of Hogwarts, where Merlin knew how many Death Eaters were patrolling.She heard Ron release a jaded sigh beside her and she echoed the gesture, rubbing her eyes with her fingers and trying to shake off the sudden feeling of exhaustion that washed over her. As theothersintheroombegantotalkamongstthemselves,theyseemeddistortedandblurred to Hermione, like she and Ron were separated from them all, trapped in a tiny bubble that nothing could penetrate.

	"Doyouthinkhe'llfindit?"heasked.

	"Idon'tknow,"shemurmured."Hecansensethem.Maybeitwillleadhimtoitself."

	"Yeah, but even if he does find it, we can't exactly do much. Thanks to that bloodygoblin- "Don't speak ill of the dead please, Ron-

	"Well,it'strue!"

	She was about to suggest that they take a seat and brainstorm some ideas, but thetunnel's door was being flung open again, and Hermione's jaw dropped as person after person

	emerged.Remus,Moody,Shacklebolt,Molly,Arthur,Fleur,Bill,Percy,OliverWood,

	 

	
Angelina Johnson, Katie Bell, Alicia Spinnet; all of them came, pouring into the room,much to the delight of Dumbledore's Army, who cheered and greeted the new recruits heartily.

	"Bloodyhell,"mumbledRon."WhothehellcalledtheCalvary?"

	"Idid!"saidNeville."Figuredwe'dneedallthehelpwecouldget."

	Hermione watched Ron leave her side to address his family, and she smiled at the cluster of redheads, listening as Molly launched into a loud rant at Ginny about taking part in any of this when she wasn't of age. As she glanced around the room, she realised someone was missing, and she made her way towards Remus, holding back for a moment when sheheard that he, Shacklebolt, and Moody were discussing battle strategies.

	"...if he does, we should head for the tallest towers," said Remus. "We'll have the bestview and a good vantage point from up there."

	"Not like you to say something bright, Lupin," grunted Moody. "We need to speakto McGonagall and the other Professors-

	"NotuntilHarrygetsback.Weneedtoknowwhathe'sdoing."

	Moodyrolledhisgoodeye."Fine,we'lljustsitaroundhereandtwiddleourthumbs-

	"Yes, we will," said Remus in an assertive tone. "Patience isn't a virtue, it's a necessityforvictory."

	"Yeah, yeah," Moody dismissed him, hobbling away from their small group. "I'm going to talkthekidsaboutwhat'sbeengoingonhere.Probablygetsomemoresenseoutofthem."

	"Remus,"calledHermione,makingherselfknown."Whyisn'tTonkshere?"

	"Hello, Hermione," he smiled, waiting until Shacklebolt had excused himself before hespoke again. "She's at a safe-house with the baby. I asked her to head home."

	"It'snotlikehertomisssomethinglikethis."

	"It took a lot of convincing. Someone needs to keep an eye on Teddy, and I'd rather she stayed somewhere safe. Hell, I'd prefer we were all somewhere safe, but it seems it's timetofight."

	Hermione absently nodded her head, looking out at their ready band of soldiers, taking in the assorted expressions of excitement, trepidation, anxiety, hope, and just about every other emotion on the colourful spectrum. It was bizarre really, to think that this willing group, the majority of which were teenagers, would be the ones to fight Voldemort and his DeathEaters. Bizarre and sad.

	"Remus,doyouhonestlybelievethatwearereadyforthis?"

	He hesitated, his brow wrinkling with thought. "I believe that people can makethemselves ready for anything when the occasion calls for it. You are not a naive bunch of kids, and

	 

	
you're all of age. You've seen the birth of this War with your own eyes. Why shouldn'tyou see it end?"

	Forcingasmileshedoubtedlookedsincere,Hermionedidn'trespondbecauseshedidn't

	know how to, so she excused herself and meandered through the crowd for severalminutes, chatting with Padma and Parvati for a little while until she caught Ron's eyes on the side of the room. He waved her over, tearing himself away from Molly's protective presence and meeting her in a quieter spot at the fringes of the crowd.

	"I was thinking maybe we should try and figure out how we're going to destroy that Horcrux," he said. "This whole battle they're planning will be pointless if we don't thinkofsomething."

	"I know," she sighed, raking her hands through her hair. "I need to go to the bathroom. I'llbe back in a minute and we'll try to think of something."

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	Draco massaged the bridge of his nose as the beginnings of a dull headache started topound against the backs of his eyes.

	Theo was just a few moves away from his second defeat of the evening, with his kingtrapped in a corner of the board and ambushed by Blaise's queen, bishop, and castle. Draco guessed

	he should be grateful that this match had been substantially shorter, barely an hour actually, but staring at the black and white squares was beginning to make him feel sick. He watched Blaise intently as he pushed his castle forward, letting go of a jaded sigh as he leaned backin his chair.

	"Checkmate."

	"ThankMerlin,"saidDraco.

	"Balls,"murmuredTheo,scratchingthebackofhishead."Bestoffive?"

	"Fuck off," spat Blaise, and the moment the words left his mouth, Andromeda stepped into the room, and Blaise looked like a sheepish child who'd been caught with red hands."Sorry,'Dromeda."

	"It's alright," she smiled at him. "I'm not that much of a prude, Blaise." "That's not fair," said Theo. "You always have a go at me when Iswear."

	 

	
"That'sbecauseeveryotherwordyouuseisaswearword,Theo."

	"Have you heard anything else about Granger?" Draco asked, trying not to appear tooeager. "Does anyone know where she is?"

	"No, sorry," she replied, joining them at the table. "I tried to contact Tonks but I couldn'tget through to her. I tried to contact a few other people too, but no one's answering. Perhaps

	they'veallgonetobed.Itisquitelate."

	Draco was as unconvinced as his Aunt looked with that comment, but he didn't arguewith her. If she didn't know anything, there was little he could do about it, and she appeared so worn down and exhausted as she absently chewed her fingernail, evidently fearing that

	something was amiss. He had that feeling too, like something ominous was polluting theair, and his stomach had been twisted into a tight knot since the storm had started to rumble

	abovetheirheads.

	"Whydon'tyouthreegotobed?"askedAndromeda.

	"Nottired,"saidTheosimply."AreMiles,Tracey,andMillicentinbed?"

	"No, they're in the other room playing cribbage." She paused and tilted her head, lookingto the window as an explosion of lightening lit up the sky. "Perhaps it's just going to be one of those nights when nobody can sleep."

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	Feeling uncharacteristically nervous as she muttered the password to the gargoyle, Minerva McGonagall rushed inside the Head's Office, her heart pounding wildly in her chest as she ascended the staircase. So much to do, so little time. Scanning the room, she found Snapewith his back to her, his eerie silhouette set against the largest, grandest window in theroom, seemingly oblivious to her interruption. The white-blue glow from the Protection Charms Flitwick had cast just moments ago illuminated the room, and Minerva stepped into Snape's shadow to save her eyes from the garish light.

	"Severus-

	"Potter's here," he muttered, still facing thewindow. "How did you know?"

	"My Mark burned. You-Know-Who will be on his way. I'm assuming that's whyyou've shielded Hogwarts?"

	 

	
"Yes,"shenodded."AndaccordingtoMr.Potter,heisalreadyclose."

	Slowly, he finally tilted his head, regarding McGonagall with confusion over hisshoulder. "You've seen Potter?"

	"Yes, I ran into him and Miss Lovegood in Ravenclaw Tower. Alecto was the onewho summoned He-Who-Must-Not-Be-Named."

	"AndwherearetheCarrowtwinsnow?"

	"Both stunned and bound. They are not aproblem." Snape's lips twitched. "And Potter?"

	"He said he was searching for something on Dumbledore's orders," she explained,clearing the scratch in her throat. "Severus, I have ordered all the Heads of Houses to gather the

	children and other professors. The younger children are going to be evacuated, but thosewho are of age have been given the option to stay and fight."

	"ThoseProtectionCharmsaren'tgoingtokeepthemawayforlong,Minerva."

	"I'm aware of that. I have also cast the Piertotum Locomotor to buy some more time, butI know they'll penetrate the barriers eventually. We are meeting in the Great Hall in fifteen minutes to discuss strategies and ensure the younger ones get out safely."

	Arching an eyebrow, Snape twisted to face her. "Have you come here to ask me todelayhim?"

	"No, Severus," said McGonagall, shaking her head. "I came here to try and convince youto abandon your role as a spy, and valorously fight for our side."

	"What?"hesnapped."That'spreposterous,Minerva-

	"IcanvouchforyourinnocenceandintendtodosointheGreatHall-

	"I am more useful to you as a double agent. I can relay information to you andpossibly hinder him, and the Death Eaters. To reveal my true loyalties would be foolish-

	"Severus, we are moments away from a battle. Our side consider you an enemy. What if you are killed or injured by someone on our side? I would never be able to live with myself for allowing that to happen, and neither would the person responsible once they knew thetruth."

	"Minerva,Iammorethancapableofdefendingmyself-

	"Severus, please," she said, her voice strained and desperate. "You are my friend and I donot want to see you hurt because of a facade you feel you must keep. Fight for the Order-

	"I am fighting for the Order," he sighed. "This is what I must do. I never thought I would need to tell you to remain logical, Minerva. I am far more valuable as a spy, and youknowthis."

	 

	
"Iaskyoutoreconsider."

	"I decline," he replied crisply. "You are wasting your time, which is something youcan't afford to do. Gather your students, make your plans, and go to the Great Hall."

	"But,Severus-

	"Go, Minerva," he insisted."Go. Now. Prepare for battle while you have some time.Don't waste anymore energy on me. Save it for the fight."

	Bowing her head in defeat, the wrinkles in McGonagall's expression became so much deeper, creasing up with regret as she pivoted on her heel to leave. Intuition was telling her toprotest, to persevere and convince him to change his mind, but she didn't have the minutes to spare,and she had a school of underage wizards and witches to consider. She hesitated at the door though, turning back to meet his impassive stare.

	"You are the bravest man I know, Severus. I hope everyone else gets to know you as I do,and thank you for what you've done."

	Snape didn't respond, waiting until she'd left his sight before he released and tired and troubled breath. Looking back to the window, he watched the army of soldiers and statues march outside, into the courtyard, their footsteps pounding across the ground like a battle drum, and beyond the office door he could hear students moving along the corridors,their voices alarmed.

	"Minerva is right, Severus," said Dumbledore's portrait. "You are a very braveman." "Brave or insane, although I am now convinced that they are the same thing."

	"You must not forget your task, Severus. Harry must know that he is the final Horcrux,and that Voldemort must kill him, or Voldemort will remain untouchable-

	"Yes, you made it very clear that Potter must sacrifice himself," he sneered bitterly. "Iwill ensure that I inform Potter that he must commit suicide. And again, you have my eternal gratitude for leaving me with this responsibility."

	Dumbledore's painting frowned. "Have you still not forgivenme?" "I'll forgive you if it works, and if we win."

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	 

	
Hermione splashed some water on her face, eyeing her reflection in the mirror anddeciding she looked so much younger than she felt. Her limbs ached, her lids were heavy, and her heart felt swollen in her chest, like it was ready to burst with all the apprehension contained within. She couldn't decide if she was terrified of what seemed to be the inevitable now, or eager to reach the finale of the hell they'd been living in since fourth year; since Voldemort had regenerated.

	Glancingdownatherhands,shenoticedtheywereshakingalittle,butcrediteditto

	adrenaline and the lingering chill. She realised she had a small scratch on her ring finger, probably from Gringotts she concluded, and a drop of blood fell into the basin; scarletset against porcelain, and she was momentarily fixated on it.

	Blood is the beginning and the end of everything: birth, death, even love in her case, andshe thought of a different blood-stained bathroom in a different time.

	There.Nowyourblood'sfilthytoo!

	She didn't know why, but she pinpointed that incident as the turning point for Draco and herself; the catalyst for their relationship. She missed him now more than ever, cravedhis

	voice to steady her nerves, but she was glad he wasn't here. She was glad he wassomewhere safe. Too many of the people she loved were here already, and the rational part of her knew that there would be losses.

	People were going to dietonight. People she knew.

	She was too lost in her thoughts to hear the bathroom door open, or the footsteps patting against the tile floor behind her, but a flash of movement in the mirror startled her.Spinning around with a strange mixture of shock and instinct governing her body, she had Bellatrix's wand out in a second, aiming it at the intruder with a surprisingly steady arm.

	"Whoa, Hermione, calm down!" sputtered Ron. "It's justme!" "Bloody hell, Ronald, you scared the life out of me!"

	"Jumpymuch?"

	"Well, in case you forgot, You-Know-Who is on his way," she said, tucking the wand inback in her pocket. "You shouldn't sneak up on people like that!"

	"Sorry,Itriedknocking,butyoudidn'tanswer."

	"Whatthehellareyoudoinginhereanyway?Thisisthegirls'bathroom,Ron."

	"Well, that's it! That's why I'm here!" he said, suddenly animated. "When you said youwere going to the bathroom, something clicked in my head. The girls' bathroom! The bloodybathroom!"

	"Whatthehellareyoutalkingabout?"

	 

	
"The Chamber of Secrets!" he exclaimed. "The Basilisk skeleton must still be downthere, and if we get some of its fangs-

	"Then we can use them to destroy the Horcruxes," she finished, a smile climbing upher cheeks. "Ron, you are a genius!"

	"Iknow!Wecanuseabroomandbeinandoutofthereinafewminutes."

	"And I can cast a Disillusionment Charm to keep us hidden," she said, already headingfor the door. "Come on, let's go."

	Fortunately,thegirls'bathroomintheRoomofRequirementwasadjacenttotheexit,and they slipped out before anyone would even notice, descending a claustrophobic staircaseuntil theyreachedawall.RonpusheditopenjustasHermionefinishedrecitingthe Disillusionment Charm, but the moment they stepped into the corridor, they were almost knocked off their feet by small stampede of first year Gryffindors, led by a rather flustered- looking Madam Hooch. Behind them was a group of fifth year Ravenclaws, and then behind them a group of third year Slytherins, and Hermione quickly released the spell on Ron and herself, nervous that they would get separated amongst the traffic of Hogwarts students.

	"I guess Harry saw one of the professors and told them You-Know-Who is on hisway," mumbled Ron, tugging on her sleeve. "Come on, we need to get to the second floor."

	"DoyouthinkHarry'salright?"

	"Of course he is, you know he's got knack for keeping himself alive. He has thenickname 'The Boy who Lived', remember?"

	Allowing Ron to drag her down Hogwarts' familiar corridors, she listened to thepandemonium echoing around the castle: the thundering footsteps and frightened shouts,and everything just seemed to blend into an ear-shattering roar that caused the very building toquake.

	As they darted past a window, Hermione was momentarily blinded by the screen of glaring light surrounding the school, and she knew they were Protection Spells, forming a brightand brilliant shield to defend Hogwarts.

	Sheknewithadbegun.

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	"Checkmate,"saidAndromeda.

	 

	
"Fuckinghell,"mutteredTheo."Itisjustnotmynighttonight."

	Draco was about to make another comment about Theo's poor chess skills, but a strangenoise diverted his attention, and everyone in the room snapped their heads to the side when the kitchendoorswungopen.Tonksrushedintotheroom,clutchingTeddytoherchestashe cried his little lungs raw. There was panic carved into Tonks' features, and her hair had turned an angry shade of red since he'd last seen her, and then Andromeda was on her feet, approaching her daughter with obvious anxiety.

	"Nymphadora,whatisit?"

	"Mum, I need you to watchTeddy.""Why?"

	"Remus has gone to Hogwarts with the Order," she explained quickly. "Harry is thereand You-Know-Who is on his way. We're going to fight. This is it."

	"Is Granger there?" asked Draco, uncaring if he sounded pathetic thistime. "And Luna?" added Blaise.

	"Everyone's there from what I can gather," she said, carefully settling Teddy in hermother's arms. "Remus told me to stay at home with the baby, but I need to go. I need to get to him,Mum."

	That knot in Draco's stomach tightened, and the hammering of his heart quickened. Thiswas it. This was the final battle. The deciding fight. If Potter was at Hogwarts, he knew Granger would be too, and if Voldemort was heading there, then he would have his army of Death Eaters with him, set for war, ready to kill. He saw all the dread and angst he felt mirrored in Tonks' face, and he understood how she felt, knew how desperate she was to be with at husband's side, because that was how he felt about Granger at that moment.

	Heneededtogettoher,andthatneedmadehimache.

	And it wasn't even exclusively about Granger anymore. He'd be lying if he said that shewasn't the main reason he was so anxious to get to Hogwarts, but there were otherincentives now that encouraged him to act. He wanted to it for himself, to prove that he was capable;that he could do something right for once in his miserable, mistake-ridden life.

	And he had so many questions: Why was Granger there? Was she alright? What ifsomething happened to her? Would his parents be there? Could the Order really win this War?

	"I'm sorry, Mum," said Tonks, kissing Teddy's forehead, and then her mother's cheek. "Ihave to go."

	"Iknowyoudo,love."

	Tonks offered her mother a sad smile, her hair turning a calm shade of brown before she turnedtotheSlytherintrio,watchingthemexpectantly."Andwhataboutyouthree?"she

	 

	
asked."Areyoustayinghere,orareyoucomingwithme?Tofight?"

	Draco didn't hesitate. He was already getting ready to stand up and join Tonks, but Theobeat him to it, shooting up out of his seat in a second, his expression more severe and earnest than Draco could ever recall.

	"I'm coming," said Theo. "I'm not going to let you Gryffindors have all thefun." Tonks frowned. "I was in Hufflepuff."

	"Same bloody thing. You lot will probably try to hug the Death Eaters to death. Youneed some Slytherins, believe me."

	Ignoring his comment, she looked past him to Draco. "Andyou?" "Of course I'm fucking coming," he snapped, getting to his feet.

	The look that stole his cousin's face almost resembled pride, or maybe she simplyunderstood his intention to get to Granger, but she didn't say anything. She flicked her eyes over toBlaise, but he was already up, nodding his head before she could even ask the question.

	"And you're all prepared for this?" asked Tonks. "You're prepared to fight against thepeople you once considered friends? Your family? You're ready for-

	"Blah, blah, blah," Theo interrupted. "Yeah, our parents are arseholes, we know that.We know it better than anyone actually. We did live with them."

	"Weknowwhattoexpect,Tonks,"saidBlaise."Honestly,weknowwhatwe'redoing."

	Tonks seemed to consider Theo and Blaise for a second before she turned to Draco, studying him intently, and he knew why. His circumstances weren't as black and white as his friends'; while Theo and Blaise had been legitimately disowned by their families, he had no clue how his parents felt about him now, or even how he felt about them now. It was complicated, andhe acknowledged that he was apprehensive about seeing them again, but he'd mentally prepared himself for every conceivable scenario. Getting to Granger was his main priority,and if his parents, or anyone else, tried to prevent that, then he would deal with it inwhatever manner was necessary.

	He didn't say anything, instead giving Tonks a final, firm nod of his head to let her knowthat he'd made up his mind. Grinning with approval and seemingly satisfied with his gesture, she stepped forward to place her hand on his shoulder.

	"I am very proud of you," she told him, shifting her attention to Blaise and Theo. "Andyoutwo."

	"See," mumbled Theo uncomfortably. "It's exactly this kind of soppy bullshit thatproves Hufflepuffs and Gryffindors shouldn't be allowed near battlefields. Can we fucking goalready?"

	 

	
"Shit, wait," said Draco. "I don't have a wand. I haven't seen it in days, and I have noidea where it is-

	"Youcanhavemine."

	Following the voice, Draco's eyes landed on his Aunt, who had already removed her wand, holding it out for him to take. He'd never really taken much notice of Andromeda's wand before, but now he noticed it was approximately thirteen inches, Vinewood, and with, if he wasn't mistaken, a Dragon Heartstring core, very similar to his own. Carefully testing his fingers against the wand, he felt it yield to his magic instantly, obediently, and he wonderedif it was because his wand and hers were so alike, or if it was because she trusted him enoughthat the wand knew to obey him.

	"Thankyou,Aunt'Dromeda,"hewhispered,soonlyshewouldhear."Foreverything."

	He hoped she knew he truly was thankful for everything she had done, because he would never be able to openly express his gratitude. She had saved his life and kept him alive, sheltered, and fed for the last few moths, and had never asked for anything in return.And

	after everything his family had put her through in the past, she had never owed him anything, but had done it all regardless. He knew now that the Aunt he'd had nothing to do with upuntila few months ago was an amazing woman, and she was family.

	"Please be careful," blurted Andromeda, quiet tears on her cheeks as she regarded theothers. "All of you, be careful."

	"We'll be fine, Mum," said Tonks, pulling her wand out of her pocket. "Okay, boys. Let'sgofight."
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	Nervously shuffling her feet, Hermione watched Ron as he stepped forward and yanked out seven fangs from the skeletal remains of the Basilisk. It was so cold and quiet down here;too quiet, like the silence was surrounding her, engulfing her, suffocating her. It was eerily stilland isolated in the Chamber, and yet somehow Hermione knew that there was chaosswarming above their heads, and it only seemed to make the silence worse.

	Reaching inside her bag, she removed Helga's Cup, stroking her fingers over theengraving until Ron held out one of the fangs for her to take.

	"Come on," he said, eyeing her expectantly. "You should do thisone." "I don't know, Ron..."

	"It will be fine," he assured her, prying the Cup from her hands. He placed it on the groundat their feet and handed her the fang. "Go on, Hermione."

	Frowning as she reluctantly crouched down, she took a deep breath as she tightly grippedthe fang, raising it above her head before bringing it down to stab the Cup. A breeze of dark

	energy rushed up, blowing back her hair, and then the Cup bled a thick, black fluid, beforeit seemed to shrivel up like a dead flower. Another gust of wind seemed to whirl around her,but then it faded, and the room was still again.

	"That's it?" she mumbled. "I was expecting...I don't know, but I was expecting somethingbad to happen."

	Ron shrugged. "Well, that's another one down. We should go and find Harry; let himknow the Cup has been destroyed and that we have the fangs."

	Nodding, she rose to her feet, wiping her dusty hands on her jeans. "I wonder what's goingon up there now."

	.

	 

	
***

	 

	 

	.

	Draco growled when Theo almost tripped him up for the third time, catching his ankle with his foot. They had squeezed past the last of the evacuating students — escorted by a grumbling Filch and Madam Pince — around five minutes ago, back at the entrance of the tunnel. Their small party had certainly earned a few confused looks and whispers, butthey'd just kept marching through the tunnel, led by Tonks, who seemed to grow more panickedwith every step.

	Glancing behind him, Draco's eyes lingered on Miles and Tracey's joined hands, and if itwas possible, his ache to find Granger intensified, like a physical pull on his chest.

	He looked at Blaise and Theo then, who both seemed as anxious as he was to get to the endof this sodding tunnel. He understood Blaise's eagerness, but Theo's reasoning seemedmore complicated than that; a mixture of many motives, such as vengeance for Ted's death, the need to confront his father, and even redemption.

	Butthenmaybetheywereallhereforredemptiononsomelevel.

	Finally, he saw a door appear, and he practically shoved Tonks forward, desperate now, and almost light-headed as his breathing accelerated. Tonks pushed the door open, and Dracowas momentarily blinded by the welcoming light as he dropped down into the room, closely followed by the other members of 'The Enlightened' as they all paused to absorb their

	unfamiliarsurroundings.

	"Wherethehellarewe?"askedTheo.

	"The Room of Requirement," said Tonks. "Quick, look around for the exit. It'sprobably- "Tonks? Is that you?"

	Dracosnappedhiseyestohisleft,catchingaflashofbright,redhair,andthenGinny Weasley slowly meandered her way through the jungle of hammocks, looking past Tonksand eyeing the group of Slytherins suspiciously.

	"Tonks,what'sgoingon?Whyaretheyhere?"

	But before she could answer, Voldemort's voice began to boom and vibrate around theroom, so crystal clear that Draco would swear he was standing right beside him. Tracey screamed somewhere behind him, Blaise lifted his hands to his ears to try and muffle the sound, and Theo's eyes darted around the room, trying to find the source. Draco simply stood there, listening to every word. Every syllable.

	"I know you are preparing to fight. Your efforts are futile. You cannot fight me. I do notwant to kill you. I have great respect for the teachers of Hogwarts. I do not want to spill magicalblood..."

	 

	
.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	"...Give me Harry Potter and none shall be harmed. Give me Harry Potter, and I shallleave the school untouched. Give me Harry Potter, and you should be rewarded. You have untilmidnight."

	Hermione could feel her mouth hanging open as she met Ron's eyes, which were as wideashers.

	"OhmyGod,"shebreathed."Youdon'tthinkanyonewould-

	"No one's going to turn Harry in. Even if someone tried, the others would defendhim." "We need to find him, Ron. We need to hurry."

	"Right,"henodded,grabbingthebroom."Let'sgo."

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	Draco gripped Andromeda's wand a little tighter as the echoes of Voldemort's final words faded. The silence that followed was heavy and thick; the kind you can feel on your shoulders, and he turned to his fellow Slytherins waiting for one of them to break it. Itwas easy to predict which one would speak first.

	"Well,"saidTheo,"Thatwasfuckingunpleasant.Ifeellikemyearswereviolated."

	"Ginny, where is everyone?" asked Tonks, frowning when the youngest Weasleycautiously glanced at the Slytherins again. "They're fine, Ginny, they came with me."

	"Yeah,butthey'renotexactlytrustworthy."

	"You don't have to trust them, but you should trust me, and I can assure you they camehere to fight. On our side."

	 

	
That seemed to catch Ginny's attention, and the look of suspicion slowly melted away,until she simply seemed intrigued.

	"I don't really know what's going on," she said. "They told me to stay in here because I'm underage. Harry came here then went away for a little while to look for something, then he came back and told everyone to go to the Great Hall, and that the Professors would meetthe Order there. But that was about half an hour ago. I don't know what's going on now."

	"What about Luna?" asked Blaise. "Have you seenLuna?" "And Granger?" added Draco.

	"W-what?LunaandHermione?Whywould-

	"Just tell them," Tonks interrupted, but her tone was soft. "I'm sorry, I don't have timeto explain everything to you, but just tell them if you've seen the girls."

	"Well...Ium...Idon'treallyknow,"Ginnysighed,evidentlybewilderedbythesituation.

	"Luna left with Harry the first time and she didn't come back with him, so I guess she wentto the Great Hall. And Hermione...I don't know. Hermione and Ron just kind of disappeared not long after Harry left the first time. I have no idea where they went."

	"You know," said Theo, "On any other day I'd probably make a comment aboutGranger sneaking off with Weasley-

	"Shutit,"Dracogrumbled."Tonks,weneedtogetmoving.Ineedtofind-

	"Wait a moment," she said, turning back to Ginny. "Are you sure you don't knowwhere Remus is?"

	"Well, I thought I heard him and Dad talking about going up to the tall towers, so theymight be in Ravenclaw, Astronomy, or Gryffindor, but I'm not sure. They were talking quietly."

	"Okay.Thankyou,Ginny."

	"Howthehelldowegetoutofhere?"askedDraco.

	GinnyseemedalittlesurprisedthatDracohadspokentoherdirectly,butsheslowlylifted

	her arm, pointing to a dark corner in the room. "The stairs are back there, but the dooropens to somewhere different every time. I'll come with you-

	"Notachance,"saidTonks."Ifyou'vebeentoldtostayhere,that'swhatyoushoulddo,and-

	"Come on!" snapped Blaise impatiently, heading to the exit. "We need to go! We'rewastingtime!"

	Following his friend, Draco grabbed Tonks' arm, pulling her with him as their group headed down a narrow and dimly-lit staircase, and he felt suddenly nervous. His heart waspractically bouncingaroundhischest,buthecarriedon.InstinctwaswarninghimthatbeyondtheRoom

	 

	
of Requirement's safe walls, Hogwarts was in turmoil, and they would be joining it,like sparrows trapped in a hurricane.

	The fact that Granger was already caught up in it spurred him on. He knew she washere somewhere, he just needed to find her, and they could ride out the hurricane together.

	For the second time in the space of ten minutes, they reached a door at the end of a passageway and Blaise warily pushed it open, poking his head to look left, and then right. The second the door was cracked open, the noise almost knocked Draco back a fewinches. He could hear people screaming and shouting, fires burning, glass smashing, explosions, eruptions, and the castle trembled like an earthquake.

	"We're on the Third Floor, near the Charms classroom," explained Blaise. "I can't see anything but it sounds like there's something going on further down thecorridor...Yeah, there's definitely people fighting down there."

	"Ifit'ssafe,go,"saidTonks,"Waitoutsideforus."

	Doing as instructed, Blaise slipped past the door, closely followed by Draco, until theirsmall crowd was standing in the hallway, and the door from which they'd come had disappeared.

	Draco's eyes darted around vigilantly, taking in the shattered windows and a gaping holein the wall just a few yards away from them. At the end of the corridor, the flashing lights of spells displayed twitching shadows.

	Theywerejustaroundthecorner.

	"Okay," said Tonks. "I need to find Remus, and I know you two," she gestured to Blaise and Draco, "Want to find the girls. We need to split up. There's no point in us all heading up tothe towers. I...feel awful for leaving you though-

	"Look,yougo,"saidBlaise."Dowhatyouneedtodoandwe'llsortourselvesout.It'sfine."

	The building shook as a loud blast penetrated Hogwarts somewhere above their heads, perhaps the next floor up, but it was difficult to tell amongst the din. The voices at theother end of the corridor seemed to edge closer, and the shadows grew larger.

	"Tonks,youshouldgo,"saidDraco."Youneedtogetallthewaytothetop.Justgo."

	Numbly nodding her head, she reached out to place her hand on his shoulder, lookinghim dead in the eye. "Stay safe, Cousin," she said quietly.

	"Youtoo,"hereplied,andhemeantit.

	Sheturnedtotheothers."Allofyou,becareful."

	And then she sped off, disappearing down a side corridor, and Draco was surprised to findhe felt a genuine level of concern for his only cousin, but another explosion somewhere to hisleftseveredhisthoughts.HelookedtoBlaise,whowaspracticallyfidgetingtogo,andthen to Theo, who seemed more alert and nervous than Draco could ever recall.

	 

	
"Look,"saidBlaise,"I'mgoingtoheadoffbymyselftofindLuna-

	"Perhaps we should stick together," reasoned Millicent. "The Order might not evenrealise we're fighting on their side."

	"Ican'taskyoulottofindLunawithme.It'smyissue,soIwilldealwithit."

	"Same here," said Draco. "I need to get to Granger and I'll do it alone. There's no sense inus sticking together when we have different plans."

	"He'sright,"saidMiles."Okay,well,Tracey,Millicent,Theo,andmyselfwill-

	"Holdit,"Theocuthimoff."IhavesomeshittodotooandI'mnotdraggingyoulotintoit."

	"Okay," Miles continued, "Then us three will head to the Great Hall, maybe try and find Slughorn and let him know there are some Slytherin allies here. Good luck, you three.Try and catch up with us when you can."

	"Willdo,"Blaisenodded."Goodluck."

	Their three companions removed their wands from their pockets and headed in the opposite direction to Tonks, towards the North-Western staircase, if Draco remembered correctly.And then it was just the three of them; their troubled little Slytherin trio, and they stood there in

	silence for a moment, their eyes downcast and their mouths tight. But another explosionin the vicinity cut through the quiet, and everything started to move again.

	"Right," said Draco, "We could be running around here for ages trying to find them.Knowing our luck, you'll find Granger and I'll find Lovegood, so I reckon we should meet up in half an hour; see if we can help each other out."

	"Alright," Blaise nodded. "That makes sense. We should meet in the corridor outside Binns' Office,then.It'sabouthalfway,it'sclosetosomeofthestaircases,andit'squitewell-hidden."

	"Oh yeah, we used to meet there to skive or plot against the Gryffindors, didn't we?" mumbled Theo. "But you can count me out of that. I won't need to exchange notes withyoutwo."

	Blaise narrowed his eyes at his step-brother, scrutinising him intensely, furiously. "Andjust why the hell are you going off on your own?"

	"Bloody hell, Mum, calmdown.""Theo."

	"I want to find my father," he said simply, shrugging his shoulders. "This might be thelast chance I get to confront the bastard-

	"Forfuck'ssake,"snarledBlaise."Areyoureallythatstupid?"

	"Well,itwouldn'tbefairtotherestofthehumanraceifIwasthisattractiveandagenius-

	 

	
"Nowisnotthetimeforyoursoddingjokes,Theo!"

	"Hey, you pair are wandering off to find your girlfriends!" he protested. "How is whatI'm doing any different?"

	"It's completely different!" shouted Blaise. "You're going to track down your fatherto instigate a fight, and he is stronger than you, Theo!"

	"Bullshit!Iamstrongerthanmyfather!"

	"You should've stayed with the group," said Draco. "They could've helped you. Goingafter your father is bloody-

	"Don'tyoustart,Draco.IknowwhatI'mdoing."

	"No,youdon't!"yelledBlaise,clenchinghisfists."Wouldyoujustlistentomethisonce?"

	"There's no point trying to talk me out of it, Blaise. Look, you and Draco are doing whatyou need to do, and this is what I need to do."

	"He will kill you." Blaise enunciated each word. "You know hewill." "He's right, Theo," said Draco. "You should-

	"Stop it," he frowned, his tone uncharacteristically severe and his expression hard. "I'm not fighting with you two when all this shit is going on. I've made up my mind and that's theend of it."

	Blaise's frustrated sigh was drowned out by a crash of shattering glass above their heads, and they all instinctively ducked, shielding their faces with their hands as the shards raineddown. The bright, green light of a spell shot into the corridor, scorching the wall opposite them, and Draco thought it might have been the Killing Curse, but he wasn't sure. The sounds of the

	battle seemed to be edging closer and closer to them, and Draco's heart was poundingagain, beating loudly in his ears.

	"Fuck this," he muttered, brushing the glass out of his hair. "We need to get moving.We're just easy bait, standing here like this."

	Blaise nodded with agreement, lifting his wand and tapping it against his wrist until awatch materialised. "Draco, conjure one of these too," he said. "We'll need to keep an eye on thetime."

	Mimicking his friend's actions, Draco conjured a watch to cuff his wrist and when he looked back up, Blaise was storming towards Theo with heavy, purposeful strides. He roughly grabbed the scruff of Theo's shirt, pulling him close, and the expression on Blaise's face reminded Draco of that day he had destroyed an apple tree when Luna had gone missing.He was so furious with concern he was trembling, glaring at Theo with wide eyes and clenchedteeth.

	"Youbefuckingcareful,"saidBlaise."Doyouunderstandme?"

	 

	
"ForMerlin'ssake,Blaise,letmego-

	"Imeanit,Theo!"heshouted,hisvoicehoarse."Please,justbecareful,okay?"

	The usual cynicism and wryness carved onto Theo's face softened, and he slowly noddedhis head once.

	"Okay,I'llbecareful,"hesaid."Becarefulyourself."

	Releasing Theo, Blaise turned to Draco with the same sombre look. "You too, Draco.Be careful, yeah?"

	"Of course I will," he replied. "I'll see you in half an hour by Binns' Office. Keep yourhead down, Blaise."

	With a final nod, Blaise turned on his heel and sprinted down the corridor, making asharp right, heading for the Grand Staircase.

	Andthentheyweredowntotwo.

	Blaisehadbarelybeengoneforasecondbeforeanotherspellburstintothecorridor, colliding with the wall, and Draco and Theo hurled their bodies out of the way of the flying debris. As the dust cleared and they clambered to their feet, the screams from outsideinvaded Draco's ears, amplified by the acoustics of Hogwarts' ancient stones.

	"Go on," said Theo suddenly. "Go and be all Gryffindor-y and get yourgirl." "Did you just call me a fucking Gryffindor?"

	He smirked mischievously, but it was forced. "I didindeed." Draco scoffed. "I'm nothing like a bloody Gryffindor."

	"Perhaps being all Gryffindor-y might do you some good," he murmured, his grinfalling from his lips. "They do have a knack for surviving situations like this."

	"It'llbefine,"saidDracofirmly."Wewillbefine."

	Another explosion ripped through the air, and Draco could hear a woman screaming somewhere, although it was impossible to pinpoint from where. The sound of it justseemed to ricochet around the corridor and then around his skull. His urgency to find Granger returned ten-fold, and he turned to Theo with an apologetic frown.

	"Theo,IneedtogoandfindGra-

	"I'vetoldyou.Go,"heinterrupted."I'llseeyoulater."

	Draco sighed, extending his arm until Theo caught on and grasped his hand in a slow,slightly awkward but necessary handshake.

	 

	
"Goodluck."

	"Likewise," said Theo. "Don't be an idiot and get yourself killed,alright?" His jaw twitched. "Stay safe, Theo."

	With that, Draco pulled back his hand, spun around, and broke into a run, darting like abullet in the opposite direction to where Blaise had gone, with no real idea of where he intended togo.

	Andthenhewasonhisown.

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	On the fifth floor, Hermione gritted her teeth when a formidable amount of anger roseup inside of her, like hot steam.

	She and Ron were still hunting for Harry, working their way up Hogwarts' floors andasking any Order member they encountered if they'd seen him. During their search for their friend, she and Ron had Petrified or Stupefied at least eight Death Eaters between them, and

	Hermione had managed to keep a level head, acting calmly and tactically. But whenthey'd turned a corner and seen Luna being viciously attacked by two Death Eaters, all of Hermione's control leaked out of her.

	Sprinting ahead, Hermione aimed her wand and shot a non-verbal Stupefy at one of the masked Death Eaters, striking him square in the chest. Whipping around and deflecting the spell the other Death Eater fired in her direction, she retaliated with a powerfulImpediment Jinx that sent him flying backwards to smash into the wall, and then she Petrified him for good measure.

	"Are you okay, Luna?" she asked, helping the other witch to her feet. "Did they hurtyou?" "Just a couple of scratches," she shrugged.

	"Whoa," mumbled Ron as he joined them. "That was really impressive,Hermione." "It really was," agreed Luna. "Thank you."

	"Noproblem,"shesaid."Luna,haveyouseenHarryanywhere?"

	"Yes, I saw him speaking to Helena Ravenclaw's ghost by the Great Hall," she explainedin that airy tone of hers. "I thought I heard him talking about hidden things, but I'm not sure.

	 

	
AndIpassedhimontheGrandStaircasenotlongago,buthewasheadingupstairs."

	"Upstairs," said Hermione, grabbing Ron's wrist and heading for the staircase. "Right.Come on, Ron. Sorry, Luna, we're in a rush and we need to get to Harry. Neville and some of the others are on the fourth floor. You should try to get to them. Be careful."

	"IhopeyoufindHarry,"saidLuna."TellhimIsaidhello."

	Hermione smiled at Luna over her shoulder as she practically dragged Ron back to the stairs, quickening her pace with her desperation to find Harry. She didn't even flinch when sheheard an explosion outside; she was getting used to them now, and she was so focussed that theracket around them seemed blurred and distant.

	"Why on Earth would Harry be heading upstairs?" she questioned, more to herself."There's nothing up there."

	"I know," mumbled Ron. "Well, the Room of Requirement is on the seventh floor, Iguess, but what-

	"The Room of Requirement," she repeated pensively. "Unless...hidden things...Ron, you areagenius!"

	"Iam?"

	"Yes!"

	"You know, that's the second time you've called me a genius tonight," he said. "Did youtakea blow to the head that I missed?"

	"I think I know where he's going!" she exclaimed, running now. "And I think I knowwhere the Horcrux is!"

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	"Fuck,"hissedDracounderhisbreath.

	The staircase he'd decided to use was impassable. The tower had been destroyed, and he'd barely ascended five stairs before he'd been blocked by a wall of stone and debris, evidently from a powerful blast on the upper floor. Sighing as he turned to head back from where he'd come, he jogged down the quiet corridor, but when he turned a corner, he found himselfface- to-face with a Death Eater mask. His instincts took over and he raised Andromeda's wand, ready to duel, but then the Death Eater spoke.

	 

	
"Draco?"

	He faltered, but he kept his wand aimed. "Who areyou?" "It's me," she said, slowly removing her mask. "Pansy."

	Draco'seyeswidenedashestudiedherfeatures.Shelookedsodifferent,so...darkinher Death Eater robes, and it struck him speechless for a moment. Pansy was pale, thin, and possessed the same cold, cruel expression he'd always associated with Bellatrix, and itlooked so at home on her face. She eyed him with a mixture of suspicion and interest, her upper lip curled back and her pug nose wrinkled with malice. It was so obvious in the way she squared her shoulders and gripped her wand that she didn't trust him, but that was fine, because he didn't trust her either. Not anymore. Not one bit.

	"Pansy," he mumbled, scowling at her with distaste. "What the fucking hell are youdoing?" "What am I doing? What are you doing?"

	"Therightthing,forachange."

	Comprehension stole her features. "You're here fighting for theOrder?" "Yes," he nodded. "And you're not."

	"Of course I'm not!" she shouted. "What the hell happened to you? Did they brainwashyou?" "You're the one that's been brainwashed!"

	"Whatareyou-

	"It was bullshit, Pansy!" he spat harshly. "Everything they told us was bullshit! All ofit! Pureblood, Muggle-born; they're all just labels! Don't you get it?"

	"Whatiswrongwithyou?"sheasked."Honestly,Draco,stopscrewingaround-

	"I have never been more serious in my fucking life!" Taking a breath, Draco steadied his voice. "Pansy, they can't have fucked with your head that much. Let me help you.Just...just listen to me-

	"No, you listen to me! Voldemort will forgive you if you just go to him now. You're stilla Pureblood, and everything will be fine-

	"Everything will not be bloody fine! He's evil, Pansy! Can't you see that? Can't you seehow messed up all of this is? All of this is so wrong!"

	"No, those Mudbloods are wrong and this is the way to exterminate them!" she barkedback. "They shouldn't be allowed to live among us! Those disgusting, vile creatures!"

	Draco saw red and he was all instincts again. He smacked Pansy's wand out of her handwitha fast flick of his wrist, and then the tip of Andromeda's wand was poking into her neck,

	 

	
prodding at a vein with enough pressure to be painful. He towered over her, glaringherdown.

	"Youwatchyourfuckingmouth,"hesneered."Don'ttalkaboutthemlikethat-

	"You used talk about them like that all the time. You hated them, remember? Whatchanged?" "I did."

	Her scowl hardened. "Well, they're all going to die. Every last one of them. And if I seeany of them, then I-

	"If you lay a finger on her, I swear, Pansy, Iwill-"Her?"

	Heexhaled."Granger."

	Pansy's eyes went wide, and her mouth fell open like a trapdoor. "Granger? Youand...no, that's not possible-

	"Me and Granger," he clarified, speaking slowly to stress it, and looking her dead in theeye. "And I can assure you that we are very much possible. In fact, we are definite."

	She choked on her gasp. "I...no...that's not...," she stuttered absently, but then all thecruelty returned to her expression, and she was snarling up at him like a feral dog. "You...you are

	sick!Sick!"

	"No. I was sick. I'm better now," said Draco, pressing the wand a little harder againsther throat. "And if you touch her, I'll kill you myself."

	"You'renotgoingtokillmenow?"

	He lifted his chin and clicked his tongue. "No," he said. "But don't think my threat is an empty one, Pansy. I'd rip out your throat before I'd let you breathe near Granger, and that'sapromise."

	Pansy's nostrils flared and all the muscles in her body tensed up, twitching angrily beneath herskin,andallDracofeltforthisgirlnowwasdisappointment,disgust,andsympathy.He

	couldn't help the latter; Pansy had been present throughout the majority of his childhood.Hadit not been for Granger, he could've so easily ended up standing beside Pansy, clad in Death Eaters robes and hurling Hexes at Muggle-borns with the same mindless hatred that was flashing in her eyes.

	It was sad, but he could tell Pansy was beyond help. It was so obvious. She looked soeager to kill, almost excited, and there was nothing he could do.

	He realised then that he was just wasting time, and he still had no clue where Granger was. Shaking his head, he lifted his foot and stamped on Pansy's wand once, and then again,until he heard a telling snap.

	 

	
"It's a shame, Pansy," he said, lowering his wand and taking a few steps away from her."You could have been somebody."

	"I am somebody!" she snapped. "Look at you! What the hell are you now? You are aBloodTraitor!"

	"Andfuckingproudofit."

	"YouandyourlittleMudbloodgirlfriendwilldietonight!"

	He opened his mouth to retort, but several voices travelling up the corridor cut him off, andhe could tell by the aggressive and gruff tones that they were Death Eaters. As Pansywhipped around and called for them to assist her, Draco considered standing his ground,but there were at least six of them, and he had a task to complete. He fired an Incarcerous at Pansy to slow her down, waiting until the ropes were coiled around her body and she fell to the floor before he turned and ran, racing away from the advancing troop of Death Eaters.

	He heard one of them call out a spell and then there was an explosion, and Draco glanced over his shoulder just in time to see the wall crumble and crash down on Pansy, cuttingoff her scream. He stopped running.

	Hewastorn.

	A part of him wanted to head back, maybe try to help, if only because no matter how darkhis past had been, she had been a part of it, but those Death Eaters were getting closer. One of them must've mistaken her for a member of the Order.

	Thefuckingidiots.

	They hadn't spotted him yet. If he shot off now, he could easily evade them, but when hesawa small trickle of Pansy's blood slither out from beneath the fallen stones, he hesitated.

	Butthentherewasahandclampingdownonhisshoulderanddragginghimbackwards,into a room. Whoever had grabbed him tossed him carelessly to the side, and his body smackedinto a school desk, knocking the wind out of him. When Draco lifted his head, he realised he was in the Defence Against the Dark Arts classroom, and he looked up to find Snape nearthe door, waving his wand and mumbling incantations.

	"Whatthehell-

	"Shut up," hissed Snape. "Unless you'd like them to find you. Go into the office andwaitthere-

	"Ihavetogo-

	"You'renotgoinganywherejustyet.Gototheoffice.Andkeepquiet.Now."

	Smothering a growl that itched his tonsils, Draco pulled himself up and made his way tothe back of the classroom, descending a flight of stairs into the DADA Professor's Office. The room was in shambles: parchment scattered all over the furniture and floor, the bookcase

	 

	
flipped on its side, and various ornaments littering the space. He stood there idly,frustrated thatsomethingelsewasdelayinghissearchforGranger,andalsofeelingslightlydisturbed

	after witnessing Pansy's death, wondering if he should be more affected by it than heactuallywas.

	He heard footsteps approaching him, and he straightened his spine, tightening his fist a little tighter around Andromeda's wand. As always, Snape's shadow entered the room first,followed by his usual, sweeping, black robes, and then the man himself, wearing hisfamiliar mask of scepticism and scorn.

	"Well, well, well," he said, in his slow, droll tone. "Look at you. Youlook...different." "What do you want, Snape?" asked Draco. "I have things to do."

	"I'm sure you do. Unless I'm mistaken, you are here to fight with the Order,correct?" Hesitantly, Draco nodded his head. "Correct. But how-

	"Interesting," he drawled. "And does this sudden change of mind have anything to dowith one Miss Granger? Or should I say, a change of heart?"

	"Wh-HowthefuckdoyouknowaboutGrangerandI?"

	"Your mother used Legilimency on Miss Granger at Malfoy Manor, and she saw youtwo- "I know that! How do you know that?"

	"Shevisitedmeafterwards."

	"You'vespokentomymother?"heasked,shocked."Isshealright?Isshehere?"

	Snape's face became stern. "Your mother is fine, as far as I know. And yes, I believe sheishere."

	"Whydidshevisityou?Whatdidshewant?"

	"It would appear you and your mother share more in common than blood and hair colour,"he said. "She came to me to ask if she could assist the Order. As a spy."

	"Mymother'shelpingtheOrder?"mumbledDracoincredulously."You'recertain?"

	"Yes, which is what I must tell you. Anything your mother tells you, you must believe.Don't doubt her intentions. Do you understand?"

	"Yes, of course," he nodded, swallowing hard before his next question. "What aboutmy father, Snape?"

	"Lucius is a lost cause," said Snape bluntly. "Draco, he has been damaged for a while.You know this. So does your mother. Lucius will never swap sides. Accept that and carry on."

	 

	
Frowning,Dracoshookhishead."He'sreallythatbad?"

	"Yes. Lucius made his choice a long time ago." He glared at Draco like he was the most foolish person he'd ever encountered. "Did you honestly believe for a second that hewould accept your relationship with Miss Granger and fight for the Order?"

	Draco didn't respond. In all honesty, he'd never been certain what to expect in regard to his father,butashe'dtoldGranger,he'dbeenpreparinghimselfforallpossibleoutcomessince

	he'd been staying with Andromeda. His relationship with his father had started todeteriorate in Fourth Year, when Voldemort had returned and Lucius' priorities had become distorted.

	But still, he felt disappointed, and a certain level of loss, but then he presumed that Blaiseand Theo had experienced similar notions, and they'd learned to live with it, albeit resentfully.

	"Isthatallyouwantedtospeaktomeabout?"heasked."Mymother?"

	"I was also rather curious to find out if what your mother told me about you andMiss Granger was indeed true."

	Dracopursedhislipsdefiantly."It'strue.Sowhat?"

	A sadness seemed to swallow Snape's sharp features, but it was gone before Dracocould make any sense of it.

	"So, you really have defected then?" he mumbled, closing his eyes for a moment. "Andall for the love of a Mudblood."

	"Hey!" spat Draco. "Don't call her that! You have no idea what happened! You wouldneverunderstand!"

	"Iunderstandmorethanyoucouldevenbegintoimagine."

	Snape's voice was quiet and strained, almost desperate, and Draco studied his oldprofessor curiously. He'd never seen the man like this; distracted and hushed, like he was lost in a memory, and the room suddenly seemed heavy with unspoken melancholy.

	"You and I are not so different," said Snape quietly. "You want my advice? FindMiss Granger, and get her as far away from here as possible."

	Dracoblinked,uncertainwhattosay."She...shewouldn'tcome.Shewantstofight."

	"Then find her, and don't let her out of your sight, or you'll regret it until the lonely dayyou die. Do you understand?"

	"Yes...Ithinkso,"mutteredDraco,doubtfully."Isthereanythingelse,orcanIgo?"

	"We both have things we need to do," said Snape, averting his eyes to the chaotic room."Go. If you can, stick to the west side of Hogwarts. It is less damaged."

	"Right," he sighed, making his way to the stairs, but he paused on the second step. "Snape,I am...grateful that you brought me to Hogwarts. "

	 

	
AlthoughDracokepthisbacktohim,hesomehowknewthatSnape'sfacewouldbe contorted in a troubled frown, shrouded in that strange sadness again. As the silencestretched on, Draco assumed that Snape had no intention of responding, so he continued to ascend the stairs, but when he reached the seventh step, he heard Snape's low, faint voice follow him.

	The words were so bizarre that Draco concluded he couldn't have heard themcorrectly. "If you are grateful for anything, be grateful that your Mudblood loves you back."
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	"Bollocks."

	Afterglancingathiswatch,Dracoquickenedhispace.

	Due to his encounters with Pansy and Snape, he now had less than five minutes to headto Binns' office and meet Blaise, as planned. He'd barely left the third floor in his hunt for

	Granger between the various obstacles, and he was half-tempted to forgo the detour atBinns' office, but he wanted to search upstairs anyway, and perhaps Blaise had had better luck thanhim.

	Climbing the quiet stairwell to the fourth floor, he managed to avoid two Death Eaters, ducking inside the niches where the suits of armour had once stood. On this floor, hecould hear familiar voices echoing all around him, travelling up and down the corridors and

	meshing together in a nonsensical jumble of noise. Among the clashing voices herecognised Longbottom's, Finnegan's, Professor Sprout's, and several others, but it was impossible to distinguish from which direction they were coming.

	He continued on, passing a couple of students whose names he couldn't recall, but they paid him no attention. The further he went, the more distant the voices became; but then, this section of Hogwarts had always been quiet, which was why he and some of his fellow Slytherins had chosen this spot to gather when they'd needed to remain unseen. Thecorridors herewereconfusinganddimlylit;itwasonlyfromyearsofmappingouttherouteinhis head that Draco knew where he was going.

	The building shook and he lost his balance, stumbling sideways as the sounds of screams pierced the air, possibly from outside or somewhere in the castle. He glanced out of awindow andthecarnageinthecourtyardmadehimpauseandgasp.AsidefromthemanyDeath Eaters duelling with the students and professors, there were Giants hurling rocks anddestroyingpartsofthebuilding,Acromantulascrawlingoverdebrisandscatteredbodies, suits of armour battling like men.

	Fuck,heneededtofindGranger.

	 

	
Gathering himself, he rushed down the corridor, taking the final corner before he wasoutside Binns' Office. He leaned against the wall to catch his breath, wiping away the sweat-gems on his forehead with his sleeve, but he didn't have long to rest. His head snapped up when he heard the fast slaps of footsteps approaching, and Blaise came barrelling around the corner, dragging a rather flustered and bruised Lovegood with him.

	"Go, Draco!" shouted Blaise."Run!" "What the-

	"DeathEaters—lotsofthem—headingthisway,"hepanted."Move!"

	The three of them sprinted down the hallway, and Draco could hear the horde of DeathEaters now, catching up to them. They took a left, then another left, finding themselves near one of

	the library doors, but they kept going until Blaise tucked himself into a niche yanking Lovegood in with him, and Draco followed. Safely concealed in the hollow, the triowaited, too breathless to speak, their chests aching with the effort to remain as quiet as possible.

	Blaise cautiously poked his head out, inspecting his surroundings for a moment beforehe released a loud and laboured sigh.

	"Must've lost them," he breathed, turning to Lovegood and tilting her chin."Youalright?" "I'm fine, thank you," she replied politely, leaning up on her tip-toes to peck his cheek. "Good. Right, we need to find Miles and the others."

	"Wait a minute," said Draco. "I still need to getGranger." "You didn't find her?"

	"Does it fucking look like I did?" he snapped, incredibly irritated that Blaise hadsuccessfully managed to locate his witch while he remained empty-handed. "I barely left the third floor!

	Haveyouseenheranywhere?"

	Blaise shook his head. "Sorry,mate.""Fuck!"

	Balling his hand into a tight fist, he smashed it into the wall once, twice, feeling the painslide up his fingers, across his knuckles, until his whole hand was throbbing. But it wasn't enough. He wanted to punch it again. He was still high on adrenaline, practically vibrating with it.

	The combination of his unspent energy and his devastating frustration bred in him a volatile desire to just...destroy something. Whether it was his fist or the wall, something wouldhave to break eventually, and he didn't really care which. Ignoring the sticky sensation of blood squelching between his fingers, he pulled back his fist again.

	"IsawHermione."

	The shock of Lovegood's comment made him stutter on his own breath and his hand fellto his side. "What?"

	 

	
"I saw Hermione," she repeated casually. "About five or ten minutesago.""Where?"

	"Fifthfloor.ShewaslookingforHarrywithRon.Shewasheadingupstairs."

	Had Lovegood not been...well, Lovegood, he might have thanked her, or hugged her, ordone somethingasequallybizarrebecausehewasjustsorelieved.Sorelievedthatthethrobbing in his hand stopped and his heartbeat was in his ears. Finally he had something to work with; confirmationthatGrangerwasalive,oratleasthadbeenfiveortenminutesago.Butwhatif

	—No.Heclenchedhiseyesshuttoclearthedarkthoughtsthatcamewiththefinalpartof

	the realisation. He didn't want to consider that possibility at all. Refused to. He needed togetupstairs.

	Spinning on his heel, he ran out into the corridor without even checking if it was safe todoso.

	"Wait!"calledBlaise."Draco,justwait!"

	"I need to go!" He kept running. No morehindrances."Stop!"

	Draco felt a tug on his midriff where Blaise had snatched the back of his shirt, jerking him backwards to a sudden halt that very nearly made him fall. Nearly. Swinging his bodyaround, he shoved Blaise with his shoulder, but the tenacious hold on his shirt remainedand the urge to punch something — specifically Blaise's sodding face — returned. The blood on his hand felt warmer than before.

	"Hey, just calm down for a moment," said Blaise before Draco could even open his mouthto shout. "You're being too careless."

	"Whatthehelldoyouwant?"

	"We'regoingtocomewithyou."

	Hehuffedoutanimpatientbreath."No,Ihavebeensloweddownenough-

	"Look, it's better if there's a group of us. Also, if any of the Order sees you, they're goingto question your reasons for being here. If Luna and I come with you, she can vouch that your loyalties are with the Order now." He glanced over his shoulder at her, "Can't you, Luna?"

	"Oh, yes," she nodded absently. "I'd be happy to let anyone know that you're not aDeath Eater trying to kill them, Draco."

	He stared at her with dull eyes, fighting the compulsion to roll them. "Brilliant," hemumbled, flicking his attention back to Blaise. "You two will slow me down."

	"Not as much as a member of the Order will if you run into one," Blaise reasoned."Be sensible about this, not senseless. You can't afford to be."

	 

	
A growl rumbled in Draco's throat, but he threw up his arms in submission. "For fuck'ssake,fine!"

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	Two flights of stairs and three stunned Death Eaters later, Hermione and Ron chargeddown the hallway of the seventh floor, almost tripping each other in their haste.

	Taking a corner, Hermione squinted against the glare of a wild but small fire in the corridor, feeling the heat of it tingle her cheeks. She hated seeing Hogwarts like this; falling,burning, dying. It was like watching her home collapse and crumble, and it physically pained her to have to witness it. Waving her wand, she extinguished the flames, wondering if it was pointless when there were probably hundreds of fires blazing throughout the castle, and she wished she had the time extinguish them all.

	Butshedidn't.

	Therewasnotime.

	She carried on, pushing it to the back of her mind as she and Ron swerved aroundanother corner and then, there he was.

	Thank Merlin, they'd found Harry, and the smile that stretched up her cheeks feltso wonderfully out of place. She actually laughed with relief.

	Harry and Ginny were holding hands, lingering beside the wall that separated them fromthe Room of Requirement, their conversation too far away for Hermione to grasp. She watched Harry pause mid-sentence when he spotted her and Ron racing towards him, and she felt a

	little guilty for interrupting whatever sentimental moment the couple had been sharing. Hermioneestimatedithadbeenalmosttenmonthssincethey'dlastseeneachotherand

	Godric knew they deserved something. Just a small piece of time to call their ownamongst this hell.

	Justalittlewhisperofloveamongstalltheangrynoise.

	Her heart panged for Draco, but she was grateful he wasn't here. She didn't know if shecould do that; if she could bear to run around Hogwarts, constantly fretting about his whereabouts, wondering if he was okay. Wondering if he was alive. No, she had too much to focus on right now. Duty could so easily become distorted when love became involved and there were already too many of her loved ones here. Far too many.

	 

	
"Where have you been?" asked Harry once they were close enough. "I've beenlooking everywhere for you!"

	"We've been looking everywhere for you!" said Ron, turning to his sister. "Gin, mum toldyou to stay in the room."

	"She needs to be out of there," explained Harry. "Just for a little while so we can go in." He fixed her with a pleading look. "But you stay right here, okay? And when we come out,you go straight back in."

	"Oh, for heaven's sake," she huffed, "I'm not achild!" "Ginny, please-

	"Yeah, yeah, I'll go back in when you come out. Bloody hell, you'd think I was nine." "Isanybodyelseintheroom?"askedHermione."Orwereyouonyourowninthere?"

	"Just me," she said, and then her eyes widened with recollection. "Oh, wait! Somethingweird did happen though. Tonks came through the tunnel-

	"Tonksishere?Remustoldmeshewasstayingathome."

	"I guess she changed her mind," Ginny shrugged. "Anyway, that's not the weird part.The weird part is she came with..."

	Ginny trailed off when the castle began to quake again, more violently this time, like thevery foundations of Hogwarts were trembling with fear. Steadying herself against the wall,

	Hermione released a small shriek of surprise and covered her ears when an explosionblasted apart the wall at the other end of the corridor, perhaps fifty feet away from where they standing. As the spray of stones and rubble scattered across the floor and the shakingsubsided, she urgently tugged Harry's sleeve, catching his eyes and hoping he understood.

	"Right,"hemuttered."Right,wedon'thaveenoughtime.I-I'msorry,Ginny,but-

	"It's okay," she sighed, grazing her thumb across his cheek. "Good luck with...whatever itis you're doing."

	Harry hurriedly kissed her lips, and Hermione had the decency to avert her attention, while Ron quietly grumbled Bloody Hell behind her. After guiding Ginny to conceal herself in one of the abandoned niches several yards away, Harry returned to Hermione and Ron and they began the familiar Room of Requirement routine. After their third pass, the doormaterialised and they stepped inside.

	Once they'd cleared the threshold and the door had closed behind them, all thebellowing noise and turmoil of the battle dwindled into a jarring silence.

	Hermione's eyes went round as she surveyed the enormous room and its contents, darting fromlefttorightandtryingtomakesenseofitall.Theroomitselfwasasimilarsizetothe

	 

	
Great Hall, but stored between the four walls were towering stacks of furniture,books, ornaments, and thousands of other obscure items that she'd never seen in her life.

	"Thisisgoingtotakeawhile,"shemurmured."Areyousureit'sinhere,Harry?"

	"Pretty sure," he nodded. "I spoke to Helena Ravenclaw, and she confirmed that Riddlespoke to her about the Diadem. Plus, when Luna took me to see the replica on the statue, I knew I'd seen it before and I'm sure I saw it in here on some bust of an old guy wearing a wig."

	Hermione frowned, scanning the room for something that sparkled. "It's almost tooobvious; hiding something in the Room of Hidden Things."

	"I know, but he thought he was the only one who knew how to get inhere." Ron scoffed. "Bloody arrogant idiot, isn't he?"

	"Hey, how did you know I would be here?" asked Harry, as they slowly began tomeander through the tenuous piles of trinkets.

	"We bumped into Luna," Hermione explained. "She said she'd seen you speaking with Helena's ghost and talking about hidden things. She also said you were heading upstairs,and when Ron mentioned the Room of Requirement, we guessed you'd be here."

	"Andwheredidyougobeforethat?WhenIcamebacktogettheothers,youtwoweren't-

	"Merlin! How on Earth did we forget tell you?" She reached into her bag, removing a coupleof the Basilisk fangs and resting them on the flat of her palm so Harry could see. "We wentto the Chamber of Secrets and got these to destroy the Horcruxes. It was Ron's idea!"

	"That'sgenius!"exclaimedHarry,grinningatRon."Fairplay,mate."

	"Don't you start," said Ron, prodding at a statue. "If either of you call me a geniusagain tonight, I'm testing you for Polyjuice."

	Hermione was about to smile at his comment, but she accidentally bashed her elbow intoone of the tall stacks of items, and it swayed and creaked forebodingly for a few seconds before going still again.

	"Come on, let's just find it," she said, raising Bellatrix's wand. "Accio Diadem!" "Really?" drawled Ron. "Because that spell worked so well on the otherHorcruxes?" Her eyebrows snapped together with irritation. "It was worth a try."

	"It's okay, Hermione," said Harry, leading them deeper into this maze of discarded things."I think I remember where it is anyway."

	.

	 

	
***

	 

	 

	.

	"No, Draco!" shouted Blaise, tightening his hold on Luna's small hand. "Not theGrandStaircase!"

	Draco paused in his sprint, scowling at his friend as he came to his side. "But it's theclosest!" "It will be hectic."

	"Yes," nodded Luna. "It was quite a mess earlier. Pity really. That was myfavouritestaircase."

	Draco absently wondered if Lovegood was oblivious to the gravity of the situation, but he paid her ridiculous comment no heed, keeping his eyes locked on Blaise. It really wasjust easier to ignore her.

	"Thenhowthehelldoyousuggestwegetupstairs?"

	"Keep going, we'll use the South staircase," said Blaise. "That's the one I used and Ionly came across a few obstacles."

	They carried on, scaling the stairs Blaise had suggested and Draco took them two at a time. He felt like he was soaring now, surging onwards like a runaway train with no control, powered by desperation and adrenaline. The intense combination was racing with hisblood, streaming through his veins, and he almost felt drunk with it; light-headed and vigorous.

	When they arrived at the seventh floor, Draco thought his senses became heightened and moresensitivetohisenvironment.Theairfelthumiduphere,likeitwasthickenoughto

	choke. His nostrils flared to accommodate the invasive scents of smoke, rain, and blood, and the harsh mixture of them found its way to his tongue, making his mouth dry and his throat scratchy. Even the sounds of the battle seemed louder on this level, but he couldn't decide ifit was a trick of Hogwarts' acoustics or a trick of his mind.

	He'd stopped in the corridor to regain his composure and contemplate which direction totake, but now he felt frozen. Stuck. He absently stared at some ashes floating nearby, fluttering like dying moths caught in a breeze, but Blaise's voice fortunately cut his trance short.

	"Whichway?"

	Dracoblinked,turninghisheadfromlefttoright,andthenbacktotheleft."Thisway."

	Perhaps he was allowing habit and his memory to guide him. After all, he had spent the majority of sixth year up on this floor, consumed with his task to ready the Vanishing Cabinet for the Death Eaters' invasion of Hogwarts. How things had changed. Here he was on the seventh floor, fighting for the opposite side, and somehow feeling less frightened now thanhe had then, despite all this carnage. This War.

	 

	
The two Death Eaters saw Draco before he saw them, and he had a split second to think shit before there was a spell charging towards him, the heat of it prickling his skin by the timehe even realised it. The dazzling ball of red light blinded him, forcing his eyes shut, and he waited for the impact.

	But all he felt was something shove his shoulder, and he heard Blaise call out a Protego. He opened his eyes just in time to see the Death Eater's spell rebound off the Shield Charmand the heat from it diminished, replaced by Hogwarts' cold air.

	The icy sensation spreading across his face was oddly comforting, galvanising, and itjolted him back into action. Raising Andromeda's wand, he fired a Stupefy, but it was deflected.

	Beside him, Blaise was also casting spells and he thought he heard Lovegood recite afew incantations, too.

	Draco thought he heard one of the Death Eaters say, "Isn't that Malfoy's kid?" and forsome reason the words infuriated him.

	Rearing back his wand arm, he cast a non-verbal Oppungo and several bricks that hadlittered thefloorlaunchedthemselvesatoneoftheDeathEaters.Onescuffedthesideofhishead and Draco released a yell of exertion as he fired an Impediment Jinx to successfully knockhimout.MuchtoDraco'squietsurprise,itwasLovegoodwhoimmobilizedtheotherone with a well-aimed Petrificus Totalus, and then Blaise used two Incarcerous spells to bind the fallen men.

	"That was Crabbe's father," muttered Blaise, approaching one of the unconscious men and nudging him with his foot. "He's better with a wand than his son, but I guess that's notsaying much. Nice trick with the bricks, by the way."

	"Come on, let's go," said Draco, anxious to continue the search for Ganger. "They won'tbe out forever."

	With Blaise and Lovegood close behind, Draco pressed on, keeping Andromeda's wand inhis fist, ready for whatever was lurking behind the next corner. And he didn't have to wait long. Barelytwominuteslater,therewasaloudcry,followedbythesoundsofascuffleandthree or four voices quarrelling. Towards the end of the corridor, he could make out Percy and Fred Weasley duelling with three Death Eaters, and not fairing too well by the looks of things.

	The younger of the Weasley brothers had a nasty looking gash on his cheek, his redhair mingling with the blood staining his face, while Percy clumsily fumbled with his wand, barely able aim a spell.

	For the second time in a few minutes, Lovegood surprised Draco. She ran ahead a few paces and fired a spell, striking one of the Death Eaters' backs and sending him into the wall.Draco heard the sound of bones crunching as the man slid down the wall, unconscious. Blaise lifted hiswandthen,catchingthesecondDeathEaterwithaStupefythatknockedhimoutcold, and the final Death Eater was taken out by Fred with a powerful spell that took him off hisfeet and flying out of a window.

	 

	
"Stupid — sodding — Death Eaters," panted Fred, trying to catch his breath. "Thanks,Luna. We were..." His voice faded when he realised who she was with and he narrowed his soureyes at Blaise and Draco, scrutinising them with distaste. "What the hell are you doing with these two?"

	"Oh,"saidLunainnocently."Blaiseismyboyfriend,andDracoismyfriend."

	IttookagreatdealofcontrolforDracotokeephismouthshutandremindLovegoodthat theywerefarfromfriends,sohesimplyclenchedhisjawandfoldedhisarmsacrosshis chest, chewing the inside of his mouth and conceding that disputing her statement wouldhardly help. He waited for the inevitable questions and scepticism, and he could hardlyblame thetwoWeasleysfortheirdoubtfulexpressionsandcautiouslyraisedwands.IfLovegood had told him that the sky was blue, he'd probably question it.

	"But they're Death Eaters," said Percy. "Or at least fighting for them. Didn't Malfoy letthe Death Eaters into Hogwarts last year?"

	Dracobithistongue.Hard.Tastediron.

	"Yeah," nodded Fred. "Look, Luna, you're too trusting. I don't know what they've toldyou, but they're lying-

	"Theyhaven'ttoldmeanything-

	"Come on, Luna. Get away fromthem- "No, Fred," she tried. "Listen to me- "Luna, don't be silly now."

	"Hey, don't talk to her like she's a child," Blaise interjected, his tone sharp. "She's tellingthe truth. We're on your side."

	"Sure," scoffed Fred, pointedly aiming his wand at Blaise. "And Voldemort's justa misunderstood ballerina who ended up with the wrong crowd."

	Draco rolled his eyes. "You said you and your girlfriend would save me time," hemumbled to Blaise. "This is not helping in any way."

	"Justgiveheraminute,"hebitback."Sheknowswhatshe'sdoing."

	"Come on, Luna, I'm serious now," said Fred, extending his hand for her to take."Come away from them."

	"ButIdon't-

	"They've lied toyou." "No, they-

	 

	
"Andtheycan'tbetrusted."

	"They're on our side. If you would justlisten- "Luna, I won't tell you again-

	"And I won't tell you again, Fred Weasley!" she shouted unexpectedly. Completelyunexpected because this was Lovegood, and Lovegood did not shout. "Blaise and Dracohave been living in a safehouse for months! They're not Death Eaters and they are here with me!

	Remus and Tonks can both verify that if you don't consider me reliable enough!Hermione, Harry, and Ron can, too!"

	Draco's eyebrows rose high on his forehead and he eyed the back of Lovegood's blondehead with barely-concealed shock. Never had he heard her raise her voice, let alone shout, and judging from the looks on the others' faces (excluding Blaise), neither had they. Settling his eyes on the Weasley brothers, he studied their conflicted expressions charily, silently willing them to believe her so he could recommence his hunt for Granger.

	Again, he was being unnecessarily stalled, and the brittle threads of his temperwere beginning to break, fraying at the seams.

	"Luna,"saidFredslowly.Warily."Areyousure?"

	"Oh, yes. I'm positive," she replied, her voice back to its customary wistful tone. "Verymuchso."

	"Buttheirparents-

	"We are not our parents," Blaise stated stiffly, entwining his fingers with Luna's. "So ifyou're finished with your interrogation, we'll be on our way."

	"Hold it," warned Fred. "I'm still not convinced. You might have used the Imperius Curseon Luna for all I know."

	"For fuck's sake," Draco snarled through his gritted teeth, taking a few steps away fromthe others. "I don't have time for this. Sod the lot of you."

	"Oh, are we going now?" asked Luna, also turning to leave and tugging Blaise along."Yes, we really should keep looking for her."

	"Wait!" called Fred. "Who are you lookingfor?" "Hermione," she replied. "Have you seen her?"

	Dracoslowedhisstepsalittletolistentohisresponse.

	"No, but mum asked us to try and find Ron and Lee said Ron was with Hermione. Hesaw them up on this floor."

	 

	
Sighing privately to himself, Draco carried on, relieved that he was apparently on therighttrack.

	"We'll go with you then," Fred continued. "Might as well if Ron and Hermione are together. Plus, I still don't trust these two" — he gestured to the Slytherins — "So we can keep aneye on you this way."

	Blaise's growl was slightly louder thanDraco's.Slightly.

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	Hermione held the gorgeous headpiece in her hands, gazing thoughtfully at the sparkling sapphirethatwinkedatherwhenitcaughtthelight.Gentlyglidingherfingersacrossthe

	engraving — Wit Beyond Measure is a Man's Greatest Treasure — she couldn't help butfeela little attached to the item, admiring what it had once represented.

	"Hm," she mumbled, frowning. "Do you guys realise how important this artefact is?I remember reading somewhere that this sapphire is one of the largest in the world-

	"Probablynotthebesttimeforahistorylesson,Hermione,"mutteredHarry.

	"Andyouknow,peoplebelievethatanyonewhowearsitwillbegiftedwithwisdom-

	"You have enough wisdom," remarked Ron. "Come on, let's just destroy it and getgoing." She chewed her lip. "Seems a shame to destroy something so beautiful."

	"Itneedstobedone."

	"I know," she sighed, handing the Diadem to Harry and removing one of the fangs fromher bag for him to take. "Go on then, Harry. You do it."

	AsherbestfriendplacedtheHorcruxonthefloorandkneltdownbesideit,Hermione

	withdrew Bellatrix's wand from her pocket, listing various spells in her head shouldanything happen. The Diadem felt different to how Helga's Cup had felt; somehow more sinister and tainted, like the Dark Magic had been beating against her fingertips when she'd held it.

	"Whydoyoulooksofidgety?"askedRonquietly.

	"Ihaveabadfeelingaboutthisone,"shesaid."IjustfeellikeIshouldbeprepared."

	 

	
Ron shrugged just as Harry swiftly stabbed the fang into the Diadem, and Hermionegrimaced as she watched it shatter into four pieces with black, blood-like liquid leaking outof the sapphire. There was a tense second of silence, followed by a gust of howling,screaming wind that rushed upwards from the Diadem, sending her and Ron staggeringbacka few steps and Harry falling flat on his back.

	"Shit,"spatRon."Duck!"

	All of the unstable towers of heaped objects rocked and wobbled, and Hermione had the breath of a moment to cast a Shield Charm large enough to protect the three of them before the first one came tumbling down. And then another fell. And another, until there was asea of books, ornaments, and everything else surrounding their safe, impenetrable dome of

	magic. Waiting until the sounds of raining objects had ceased, she cast a quick spell to cleara path, and the trio crawled their way out of the pile.

	"Okay," mumbled Ron sheepishly. "You might have had a point about beingprepared." "Yeah," nodded Harry. "Thanks, Hermione."

	"It's fine. Can we just get out of this room before something else falls on usplease?""Absolutely."

	HermioneshovedopenthedoorandyelpedwhentheHeadlessHuntstormedpast,the mouths on their decapitated heads wide and roaring like madness, their horses galloping like thunder. As the last of them rushed by and Ron and Harry joined her in the corridor, shegaped at the mess. There were more fires now, blazing furiously, scorching her skin. Acarpet of rubble lined the floor, and the walls were broken up with large, yawning holes so big she could make out the stifled glow of the moon behind the clouds outside.

	"Merlin," she said. "How long were we inthere?" "Apparently a week," mumbled Ron. "Blimey."

	"Shit, where's Ginny?" Harry blurted , frantically searching the area around them. "I-Iasked her to wait right there! Where the hell did she go?"

	"Harry,I'msureshe'sfine-

	"Hermione,lookatthestateofthisplace!Anythingcouldhavehappenedtoher!"

	"You know how smart she is," she assured him, grabbing his face so he'd meet hereyes. "Look, we've got one Horcrux left. Just one. We're so close to ending all of this."

	"Butwedon'tknowwhereVoldemortis,"saidRon."Shit,IforgotIcan'tsayhisname-

	"It doesn't make a difference anymore," Harry interrupted. "He's already here, and peopleare probably saying his name every two seconds. But you're right. We don't know where he is, which means we don't know where Nagini is."

	 

	
"But you can look inside his head, Harry," said Hermione, offering him a briefbut encouraging smile. "You can do it. Look inside his head."

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	Draco's muscles tensed when two more Death Eaters came into his line of sight. Herecognised the unsightly face of Thicknesse, slightly shielded by the shadow of his hood,but the other was a stranger with black eyes and crooked teeth. Softening his footfalls and quietening his movements, Draco edged closer with his wand outstretched intending to catch them unawares, but their tagalongs shattered that possibility.

	"Hey, Perce!" exclaimed Fred, and the Death Eaters' heads snapped in their group'sdirection. "Look, it's your boss!"

	"Ex-boss,"saidPercy,launchingajinxatThicknesse.

	Draco only needed to cast one spell; within a matter of minutes both of the men wereoutdone and blacked out on the floor. The nameless Death Eater had gone down quickly, courtesy of a swift and precise Petrificus Totalus from Blaise, but the Minister had managed to hold his ground for a short while. With five against one, Draco had fired a Diffindo and sliced a gash into the man's face, and then the Weasley brothers had hammered him with a barrage of Stunning Spells until he'd fallen.

	"I know everyone thinks their boss is an arsehole," said Fred, wiping the sweat fromhis brow. "But yours really is a massive arsehole, Perce."

	"Agreed."

	Fred nodded, but then he slanted his eyes over to Blaise and Draco, still dubious and untrusting. "By the way, just because you helped, it doesn't mean we believe younow."

	"Pissoff,Weasley,"sneeredDraco."YouthinkIgiveashitabout-

	"Oh,look,"mumbledLovegood,whowasstandingashortdistanceawayatthejunctionof

	another corridor, pointing at something the rest of them couldn't see. "There's Harry, Ron,andHermione."

	What?

	Draco rammed Fred out of his way and ran to where Lovegood was standing, following the line of her pointed finger...and fuck. Fuck his flimsy soul, there she was. Right there. There withPotterandWeasley,perhapssixtyyardsawayattheotherendofthecorridor;toofarto

	 

	
make out the familiar specifics of her features or even what she was wearing. The shapeof her was blurry and distorted with the smoke clouding the air, stinging his eyes, but it was definitely her.

	By the time the bedlam in his brain had calmed and the realisation had sunk in, Blaise andthe two Weasleys had ambled over to join them, but he didn't notice. Didn't care. All he saw washer.

	"Thereheis!"shoutedPercy."Hey,Ron!"

	Draco dashed ahead, channelling all his energy into his legs, his feet barely touching thefloor and his arms swinging to propel him forward. Fast, frantic, and unstoppable.

	Ten yards closer and he called out her name — "Granger!" —but the echo of it wasdrowned out when a blast of wind pushed him sideways, compromising his balance. Gracelessly skidding to a halt, he glanced at the cavernous hole in the wall to his left, feeling a few raindrops kiss his cheeks. He readied himself to continue running, but a sudden flash in his peripheral vision made him hesitate, and he snapped his head to the side.

	His eyes went wide but his pupils shrank beneath the glare of it. The spell was one ofthe largest he'd ever seen, and it was heading straight for them.

	He blinked when Fred darted past him, and he instinctively reached out, grabbing thecollar of his shirt and yanking him backwards, simultaneously lifting Andromeda's wand.

	"Malfoy,whatthe-"Protego!"

	Thespellhit.Draco'sShieldCharmwasn'tstrongenoughtoneutraliseit,butitdidprotect him and the others from the full force of it...it was so powerful, though. Powerful enoughthat Draco felt the floor collapse beneath his feet, and then he was falling. Plummeting.

	The sound of the explosion was ferociously loud, bashing his eardrums, but he stillheard Granger's scream. It sliced right through him, like the cold swing of an axe.

	HewasvaguelyawareofLovegoodrecitingaspell,andthenhestoppedfalling.

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	Hermionehadnoideawhathappened.

	 

	
She'd been talking with Harry about what he'd witnessed in Voldemort's mind when shecould swear someone had yelled her name. Yes, she was sure she'd heard her name — her surname actually — and she'd been turning her head to find the source of the voice, glimpsing the outlines of a few blurry silhouettes, but then the world had jerked forward with a deafeningbang.

	Onesecondshewasstandingandthenextshewasflying.

	Her body smacked sideways into the wall first and then her head was bouncing off it.She never really felt the impact, only heard the thump of her skull colliding with stone and it sounded like a gun firing right by her ear.

	As she slid to the floor, Hermione felt light and numb, like she was suspended and detached from herself, floating above the situation like a ghost. Her eyes were watering, black dots speckling her vision, and there was a prolonged stretch of nothingness, only filled with adull ringing that seemed to buzz like flies all around her.

	"Hermione?"

	She inhaled sharply, her lungs expanding until her chest hurt, and then her head was pounding. Pulsing. Sweet Merlin, it was painful, but she forced it away into a separate room of her mind as she carefully pulled herself up to sit, groaning with the effort. She couldtaste blood on her tongue and she spat, frowning at her red saliva as she brushed the dust anddebris off her clothes.

	"Hermione!"shoutedRon,comingtohersidewithHarry."Youokay?"

	"I think so," she mumbled. Nothing felt broken or out of place. "Are you twookay?" "We're both fine," said Harry. "Shit, you're bleeding."

	She knew she was; she could feel the warmth of it dripping down her temple and some onher chin, but the boys were also bleeding. Harry had a jagged cut dissecting his cheek while Ron sportedanuglygrazeonhisforehead,likesomeonehadgratedawayafewlayersofskin, and the thought of that made her wince.

	"You're both bleeding, too," she told them, climbing to her feet with their help. Shestudied the scene around them, her eyes lingering on the huge hole in the wall and the destruction cluttering the hallway. "That was a big spell."

	"Iknow,"noddedHarry."Hey,didyouseeFreddownthere?"

	"You saw him too?" asked Ron. "I thought I imagined it! I think Percy was with him butI couldn't see properly. Looked like there were some others, too."

	"IthoughtIsawsomepeoplebutIdidn'tgetagoodlook,"saidHermione,tryingtorecall

	those short seconds before the explosion. "I definitely heard someone call my name,though.It must've been Fred if you guys saw him."

	ButFredwouldnevercallmeGra-

	 

	
"Do you think they're alright?" Ron questioned anxiously, staring down the corridor."And where did they go?"

	"It looked like they were turning around," muttered Harry. "Maybe they saw it coming.I'm sure they're fine, Ron."

	"Maybeweshouldsplitupandtrytofindthem?AndGinny-

	"No," Hermione interrupted, her voice firm. "I'm sorry, I know you want to look for thembut we need to find the snake so we can finish this. Now, Harry, you said Voldemort was at the Shrieking Shack?"

	"Yes."

	"AndNaginiwaswithhim?"

	"Yes, but he has some magical barrier around her," he explained, staring at hisfidgeting hands. "He was telling Lucius Malfoy to find Snape."

	Hermione willed the muscles in her face to remain still at the mention of Draco's father. Draco's Death Eater father. "I can't believe Voldemort's not even fighting. It's socowardly."

	"He thinks I'll go to him. He knows we're looking for the Horcruxes and if Nagini's withhim- "So you can't go then," said Ron. "He's expecting you. I'll go-

	"No,"Harrycutacrosshim,"I'llusetheCloak-

	"I know the most spells," reasoned Hermione. "It makes more sense ifI- "No!" the boys barked in unison.

	"Ohhonestly,thisishardlytheoccasionforsexism!"

	Hermione was preparing to argue her point further when two masked Death Eatersappeared, one raising his wand. As the Killing Curse burst out the tip, she pushed Harry out of its path, feelingthegreenbreezeofitrushpastherear,likeitstrokedherhairbeforeitstruckthe wall. Ron fired a spell, successfully stunning one of the Death Eaters, but then three more

	emerged from the smoke, and Harry grabbed her and Ron, dragging them to the stairs asfast as he could.

	As more spells from the Death Eaters skimmed past their bodies, missing them by mere inches, Hermione shouted the first spell she could think of — "Glisseo!" — and thestairs flattened into a slide beneath their feet.

	They plunged down without anycontrol. Down, down, down.

	.

	 

	
***

	 

	 

	.

	Dracogrunted,strugglingtobreathe.

	Heconcludedfromthebizarrelycomfortabletextureoftherubblebeneathhimthat Lovegood had cast a Cushioning Charm before they'd landed, but there was a heavypressure on his stomach and something prodding at his ribs. Dazed and disorientated, he lifted hishead, blinking away the thick crust of dust in his eyes to discover a mop of red hair againsthis chest.

	"Weasley,"hegrowled,"Getyourfuckingarseoffme!"

	Fred popped his head up, his eyes confused and incredulous. "You...you just saved mylife." "Get off me, or so help me-

	"Butyou-

	"Getthefuckoffme,youstupidtosser!"

	Fred shifted, poking his elbow even harder into Draco's ribs and ramming a knee into hisgut as he clumsily clambered to his feet. With the wind knocked out of his lungs and dirtclogging his windpipe, Draco coughed and sputtered as he pulled himself up to stand, clutching his aching side. After a couple of stretches to work out the cricks in his limbs, he looked around, scowling when he realised Fred was still staring at him with awe.

	"Whatthehellisyourproblem?"

	"You saved my life," repeatedFred. "No, I didn't."

	"If you hadn't grabbed me, that spell would've killedme." "Shutup!"Dracobarked."You'regivingmeaheadache."

	Blaise wandered over to his side, his expression somewhere between surprised andsmug. "You know," he said quietly, so only they would hear, "You actually did save his-

	"Don't you fucking start," he snarled. "It was an accident. You think I give a shit abouthim?" "No, I don't think you give a shit about him, but I think you're decent and human enough to

	savesomeone'slifewhenit'sinyourpower."

	 

	
"Sod off, you sound like an idiot," he grumbled, eyes rolling. "Make yourself usefuland levitate me up there so I can see if Granger's still there."

	Silently casting the Mobilicorpus, Blaise elevated Draco into the air, up to the hole inthe ceiling until he was high enough to survey the scene on the seventh floor. "Well? Seeanything?"

	"No, they're gone," he sighed, unsuccessfully attempting to hide his disappoint asBlaise lowered him back down. "Fucking hell. Now what?"

	"Ron'snotupthereeither?"askedFred.

	"Excuseyou,"saidDracospitefully."Privateconversationandyou'renotinvited."

	"Well, if you're still looking for Hermione she'll be with Ron. We should stick togetherand- "Stick together? What, you trust us now?"

	Fredshrugged."Idon'tthinkyou'dsavemylifeifyouwereaDeathEater,Malfoy."

	"Don'tencouragemetoconsiderrectifyingthat,Weasley,"hemumbledcoldly."Goaway."

	"Maybe sticking together isn't a bad idea," Blaise offered, subtly glancing inLovegood's direction with a hint of worry. "The Death Eaters seem to be moving in groups. We'd be better off with more of us."

	"Exactly!" nodded Fred. "Hey, just out of curiosity, why are you looking forHermioneanyway?"

	Draco threw his eyes over to Blaise, frowning at the knowing grin that reached up his friend's cheeks and the amused tilt of his chin. But then something was streaking past the edges ofhis vision;fastandsudden,andDracoturnedhisheadjustintimetowitnessTerryBootslam into the wall. Even from twenty yards away, Draco heard the loud and blunt snap of the Ravenclaw's neck upon the impact, and he could do little but stare as the body sank to the

	floor,alifelessdeadweight,hisheadbentatanunnaturalangle.

	Before the echoes of Boot's broken neck could even finish ricocheting around the corridor, a chuckling pack of Death Eaters swarmed into the hallway, their masks shimmering likescales in the dim light. Percy was the first to angle his wand and fire a spell, then Blaise, and then Draco. It was all so fast and intense; a blur of activity and flashing lights, and the only thing that Draco could focus on was the repetitive drumming of one word in his head.

	Survive,survive,survive.

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	
."NO!"

	Hermione's fear was replaced by anger. That hot, raw sort of anger that needs to be burned away with action or yelling, or in her case, both. The spell that jetted out of her wand was strong and volatile, catching Fenrir in his side and sending him backwards, but she barely noticed the sound of him colliding with the wall. All she could really see was Lavender'sstill and eerily pale body, blood seeping out of the bite-shaped hole in her throat. Even when Ron yanked her out of the way of a crumbling pillar, her eyes lingered on Lavender's blue lips.

	Agiant'sfootstompingonlyafewyardsawaydivertedherattention,andshe,Harry,and Ron dashed onward, trying to avoid its heavy steps as it punched a hole into one ofHogwarts' upper floors. She watched Ron's expression seize up with horror as six Acromantulas scuttled by, perilously close to where they were, carrying someone with them.

	Hagrid.

	Harry must've noticed because he ran towards them, screaming Hagrid's name and wavinghis wand, but they were much too fast. He followed them anyway, and Hermione dragged Ron

	afterthem,refusingtoloseHarryamongstthepandemonium.

	All around her were people she knew: professors, students, even many of the Death Eaters were recognizable from past skirmishes, and she watched the hexes fly between them, illuminating the night like one of Flitwick's firework shows. Her heart had never poundedso hard in her life. Keeping her eyes on Harry, she deflected a spell intended for him, and then another that would have hit her, all the while catching glimpses of familiar faces in the hazeof the battle. Lee, Dean, Cho, Fleur; all of them zipped past the corners of her sight, and for the briefest of moments, she thought she'd seen Theo.

	Deciding that was impossible and continuing in her pursuit for Harry, she ran down the front steps, sighing when Harry finally came to a stop, but then she realised why. The giant that blocked Harry's path was huge and hideous, bellowing like a horn as it swung its club, the ground quaking with its movements. Hermione had her wand ready to disable the beast, buta series of loud thuds disrupted her concentration and Grawp came trudging over, sizing up the larger giant. Both roared and charged at each other, wrestling and grappling savagely, and

	Hermionehopedthatherfriendsavoidedbeingtrampledbeneaththeirenormousfeet.

	Ajinxwhippedpastherheadandshewasrunningagain,pullingRonwithhertowards Harry. Even at a distance, she could make out the dejection on his features, evidentlyaffected from watching Hagrid being hauled away by the spiders. As cold as it sounded, she hoped Harry had the discipline to detach himself from it and keep going. They needed to carry on.

	Theyneededtofinishthis.

	"Harry!"shecalled,buthedidn'tacknowledgeher."HARRY!"

	 

	
He twisted his head, frowning at her and Ron, his lips pursed with the effort to keep allhis frustration and despair bottled up, and Hermione wanted to hug him. But she didn't.

	Something exploded nearby and the wind turned hot, the rain like acid, and something slashed her arm. Shaking it off and snatching Harry's sleeve, she yanked him and Roninto the darkness, trying to steer them away from the erratic lights of clashing spells.

	"TheWhompingWillow,"saidHarry."Icanseeit.Headforit."

	Hermione blinked away the rain in her eyes, watching as the temperamental tree thrashedand writhed, its branches wildly twirling like it was just as distressed by the War as everything

	else on Hogwarts' grounds. Stopping short of its brawny, swinging branches, Hermione absently thought of Crooks as Ron levitated a twig to jab at that spot near the roots,rendering the Whomping Willow motionless.

	"Nice,"shenoddedapprovingly."Okay,let'sgo."

	"Wait,"whisperedHarry."Youtwoshouldstayhereand-

	"Oh for heaven's sake, Harry," groaned Hermione. "Seven years later and you still thinkwe're going to let you go alone?"

	"Yeah, seriously, mate," said Ron, pushing Harry forward. "Shut the hell up and go in.We're right behind you, as always."

	Ducking down into the dirty tunnel, Hermione followed Harry, crawling her way throughthe tunnel, earth gathering beneath her fingernails. With the light of Harry's Lumos guiding their way, it didn't take them long to reach the end, but she grabbed Harry's ankle before he could get to close.

	"Wait,"shewhispered,reachinginherbagtoremovetheCloak."Putthison."

	Hedid,buthisfeetwerevisible,andshewatchedthesoilshiftasHarrywriggledhimself

	near the tunnel's exit, which seemed to be blocked by something. Low voices leaked into the passage and the trio stilled, quietening their breaths to avoid detection. The scratchy, hissing tone of Voldemort harassed her ears, but she couldn't grasp enough of the other male voiceto recognise the owner, assuming it was one of his Death Eater henchmen. The voices were too muffled for her to distinguish the crux of the discourse, so she simply waited, listening intently, only catching the odd word here and there.

	"Disappointment.""My Lord.""Harry Potter."

	"Elder Wand.""Dumbledore.""True Master."

	 

	
Staring at Harry's disembodied feet, Hermione frowned when she saw the tips of his shoes swell, like he was curling his toes. She resisted the urge to tap him and ensure he was okay, knowing that he might jump and give away their hiding spot, triggering a premature confrontation with Voldemort and whomever he was talking to. She would admit that shewas hardly patient at the best of times, but confined to the claustrophobic, undergroundpassageway and knowing that people were probably dying back at the castle made the wait unbearable, and she had to force her breathing to remain quiet.

	There was a thump above her head followed by a scream, and Harry flinched, catchingher off-guard and very nearly causing her to gasp, but she stopped herself, biting her tongue.

	Footsteps hit the floorboards, slowly travelling out of earshot until there was nothingbut silence, and Hermione nervously tapped Harry's shoe, whispering his name.

	She heard him mumble a spell and whatever had been blocking the trapdoor shifted to the side, allowing them to shuffle their way up into the room. Her eyes immediately fell to the fallen and crumpled figure on the floor, draped in his usual black robes and suddenly they seemed so fitting. Fixated on the blood pouring out Snape's throat, Hermione felt a genuine stab of sadness and regret as she watched his life literally gush out of him. Beside her,Harry removed the Cloak and Snape's eyes widened a fraction, but all that left his mouth was an awful, gurgling sound that made Hermione's gag reflex spasm.

	"Whathappenedtohim?"askedRon.

	"Nagini," replied Harry, edging closer to Snape and dropping to his knees."Voldemort thought that Snape was the master of the Elder Wand because he killed Dumbledore."

	Hermione eyed Harry's conflicted features closely, knowing what turbulent thoughts would be running through his head. Despite her telling him that Snape was a spy for the Order, Harry understandably regarded Snape with uncertainty; he had, after all, witnessed thisman killing Dumbledore. And now this revelation that Voldemort might have mastered the Elder Wand...it was a wonder Harry wasn't tearing out his hair.

	Looking back to Snape she gasped when she noticed an odd, glittering, blue-whitesubstance leaking out of him. It cascaded out from his ears, eyes, and the hole in his throat, randomly reminding Hermione of stars caught behind clouds, barely twinkling in the dark.

	"T...Takeit,"stutteredSnape,hisvoiceweak.

	Thinking quickly, she conjured a flask and thrust it into Harry's hand, watching him use his wand to transfer the substance until the container was full. Hermione hadn't realised shewas clutching her hands tightly in front of her until her thumbnail pierced the skin of her palm.

	Taking a step forward, she crouched down a little, chewing her lip when Snape's dyingeyes slanted over to her for a brief moment.

	"We know you weren't bad," she told him softly, thinking she sounded almost childlike."And we'll make sure everyone else knows when this is over."

	His expression flickered, turning into something indefinable; something betweenresignation and peace. Staring at Harry again, he reached out, seizing the scruff of Harry's shirt and

	 

	
pulling him closer, locking their eyes. The final traces of life seemed to leave Snapequickly as all the colour drained from his face, but he parted his lips, swallowing heavily before hespoke.

	"Green...eyes..."heraspedout."D-don'tlookaway...fromme."

	HermioneheldherbreathasthefinalpuffofSnape'slefthim,mistingHarry'sspectacles.

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	Dracowasn'tdoingtoowell.

	These Death Eaters were experienced and quick, Dark Magic spilling out of their wandsso effortlessly, and Draco had suffered some damage as a result. He was fairly certain his left

	shoulder was dislocated, at least two of his ribs were bruised, possibly broken, and hislower lip had split, blood staining his teeth and trickling down his chin.

	DodgingaviciousCurse,heretaliatedwithaDisarmingSpell,butthenhefeltsomething stab his midriff and he sucked in a harsh breath, clutching his inured side. The wound wasn't particularly deep or worrying, but it burned like there was an unseen hand rubbing salt intoit and his legs trembled as the pain swam around his body. With a groan vibrating in his windpipe, he pushed it all away, forcing himself to stay steady and focused. A few yardsaway, Blaise was also struggling to fend off the Death Eaters, frantically trying to defend not only himself, but also Lovegood; the Weasley brothers didn't seem to be faring too well

	either.

	Draco lifted Andromeda's wand, aiming it at one of the Death Eaters attacking Blaise, but then there was a scratching, icy voice in his ear, practically spitting against his neck. Itwas Voldemort's voice speaking to the castle again, and everything and everyone went still.

	"You have fought valiantly. Lord Voldemort knows how to value bravery. Yet youhave sustained heavy losses."

	DracosharedananxiouslookwithBlaise.

	"If you continue to resist me, you will all die, one by one. I do not wish this to happen.Every drop of magical blood spilled is a loss and a waste. Lord Voldemort is merciful. I command my forces to retreat immediately."

	Turning his attention to the group of Death Eaters, he scowled at the disappointmentthat stole their features, but they slowly began to back away.

	 

	
"You have one hour. Dispose of your dead with dignity. Treat your injured. I speaknow, Harry Potter, directly to you..."

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	Hermione watched the horror flash across Harry's features and she yearned to consolehim, but she felt frozen, routed to the spot as Voldemort's voice continued to harass the night.

	"...You have permitted your friends to die for you rather than face me yourself. I shallwait for one hour in the Forbidden Forest. If, at the end of that hour, you have not come to me, have not given yourself up, then battle recommences."

	HermionefuriouslyshookherheadatHarry.

	"This time, I shall enter the fray myself, Harry Potter, and I shall find you, and I shallpunish every last man, woman, and child who has tried to conceal you from me. One hour."

	"No,Harry,"shesaidsternly."Don'tevenconsiderit."

	"Youheardwhathesaid,"hemurmuredhelplessly."MorepeoplewilldieifI-

	"You think Voldemort will actually spare people if you go to him?" asked Ron. "Comeon, Harry, he's hardly trustworthy. He plans to kill everyone anyway."

	"Ronisright,"Hermionenodded."Look,there'snowayyou'regoing.Weonlyhavethe

	snake left, remember? It will be fine. We should head back to the castle and try to think of a new plan now he's in the Forest." She reached forward to hold his hand, pulling himtowards the tunnel. "Come on now. We'll figure something out."

	Glancing at Snape's blue-ish face before she dropped down into the underground passage, a wave of guilt rippled through her, and the urge to return to Snape's side to lower his lids to hide his dead eyes pulled at her stomach, but she resisted. They had to get going. Theyonly had one hour. One hour.

	She could feel Harry shaking behind her as they crawled their way back through thetunnel, but she didn't comment on it, too preoccupied with wondering what was waiting for them back at Hogwarts.

	.

	 

	
***

	 

	 

	.

	His shoulder was throbbing and he didn't dare try to move his arm, simply gritting hisbloody teeth and following the Weasleys in silence.

	Blaise was limping alongside him, his arm slung around Lovegood's neck for support, telling Draco that the injury to her leg wasn't as bad as it looked. Ahead of them, the Weasleybrothers carried Terry Boot's body, his shoes scraping across the stone floor, making a noise that sent shivers down Draco's spine. The castle was unnervingly quiet now, and as they walked by the bodies of two Death Eaters, Draco felt dread swarm in his chest as the scentof death hit his nostrils. With still no sign of Granger, he was beginning to panic a little.

	"Wherethehellarewegoingexactly?"heaskedharshly.

	"I'm guessing everyone's gathering in the Great Hall," replied Fred. "The medical wingwould be too small to treat the injured."

	Smothering a retort, he carried on, and it took them a good fifteen minutes to reach theground floor from the sixth floor, hindered by blocked staircases and fallen debris. Alongthe way, they crossed several more bodies, including Ritchie Coote and Mandy Brocklehurst.

	"Anychanceoneofyouthreecancarrythem?"askedPercy.

	"No," said Lovegood. "Blaise and Draco are too wounded and I doubt I could carry themby myself. I could levitate them, though."

	"No, they should be carried," mumbled Fred. "We'll come back and get them, or tellsomeone where they are."

	When they reached the ground floor, the sounds of turmoil rushed up the corridor togreet them: screaming, sobbing, shouting; just every plausible heart-wrenching noise made by human or beast, all mangled into one piercing racket of trauma. Draco slowed his steps, suddenly alarmed and tentative about entering the hall.

	Buthecarriedon,needingtoknow.

	The doors were already open, and when he caught sight of the scene within the room, he stilled, his eyes going round, his pupils dilating. Blaise and Lovegood had also stopped walking, studying the setting with slackened jaws. Draco never imagined in his lifetimethat he would see Lovegood appear so affected by anything, but her face was alive with sorrow.

	"Merlin," she mumbled, her tone fragile, yet still somehow wistful. "Do you suppose thisis what the Muggles mean when they talk about Hell?"
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	Draco thought it was bizarre how a room full of screaming people could seem so quietandempty.

	Allthenoisejustseemedtoglideoverhiminmuffledwaves,likevibrationsratherthan noise, tingling his ears, but never quite reaching them. Never quite registering. He frantically scanned the room, searching for Granger, pausing at a couple of girls with wild hair similarto hers, but he couldn't see her. As his eyes darted from one person to the next, he absorbed it all speechlessly, taking in the familiar faces of the people crowding the room.

	Many were bleeding, pressing their palms into their wounds, or casting Healing Charms. Most were standing in groups, mumbling to each other or trying to help a companion,but there were several people wandering around the room alone, staring blankly at nothing or crying.Somepeoplewerestanding,somesitting,andtherestwerelyingdown,separated

	into two lines on opposite sides of the Hall. It took Draco a few moments, but he realisedthat one line was for those injured too severely to stand, and the other line was for the dead.

	Pomfrey rushed past his line of sight to aid a screaming victim, but all he could focus on wereherredhands;glovesofbloodfumblingwithpotions.Shepushedherhairoutofher

	eyes, smearing the red across her forehead, and Draco averted his eyes as she bent downto attend to a large wound slicing across Ernie Macmillan's chest.

	Thenoisehithimthen,andhegrittedhisteethagainsttheshrill,bellowingroarofit.

	His eyes swept the room again; perhaps Granger had been crouched down and he'd missed her,orperhapsthesweatinhiseyeshadcompromisedhisvision.Helingeredonamaneof

	ginger hair, thinking it might be Weasley, but it was the other twin, George, calling out tohis brothers, who had walked into the room ahead of Draco, Blaise, and Luna.

	Carefully placing Boot in the line of the fallen, Fred and Percy made their way to thecorner of the room with George, joining the other Weasleys. Except for Ron, and Draco never thought he would be disappointed to not see Ronald Sodding Weasley with Granger nearby, but today was apparently a day of firsts.

	Andlastsforsomepeople.

	 

	
HewasmomentarilyfixatedonProfessorSproutfixingStephenCornfoot'sfractured

	collarbone when Blaise and Luna stepped forward, entering the Great Hall, hand in hand. Numblyfollowingthem,hiseyesshiftedfromonegoryscenetothenext,staringatagirl with a mangled, battered face, her Hufflepuff tie hanging loosely around her neck. He didn't recognise her; her face was so damaged that it didn't look like a face at all. His attentiondriftedovertothePatiltwins,oneofwhomhadabrokenarmandashardofbonepokingout

	of her skin. Her sister held her hand as Trelawney cast Healing Charms. He turned his headto the line of the dead then, but a loud voice stopped him before he could glance at one palebody.

	"Hey!Whatthehellareyoutwodoinginhere?"

	Draco'sgroanrattledaroundhisdrymouth."Forfuck'ssake,whatnow?"

	He didn't need to look to know that whoever had yelled was shouting at Blaise and himself,but he did anyway, meeting the aggressive glare of Seamus Finnegan. Others in the roomlifted their heads, their expressions tightening with anger when they spotted the Slytherins,andanoddsenseofshamecreptin,settlingheavilyonDraco'sshoulders.Beneaththehot and uninhibited hatred in their eyes, he felt very much ostracized. Where was Tonks whenhe needed her?

	"I asked what the hell you two are doing here!" Finnegan shouted again, his accent harshand spitting. "You don't belong here!"

	"They do belong here," said Lovegood, like it was obvious. "They're withus." "Get away from them, Luna."

	"I swear to Salazar," muttered Blaise, so only Draco would hear. "If one more personimplies that I am her kidnapper instead of her boyfriend, I'm going to start breaking jaws."

	"Luna,"saidSeamus,steppingtowardsher."Comeawayfromthem."

	He reached out to grab her arm but she snatched it back, holding Blaise's hand a littletighter as she frowned sadly at Seamus. The thirty or so people nearby who had stopped to observe

	— mostly Gryffindors and Ravenclaws — eyed Lovegood with confusion, some of them warily raising their wands. Draco glanced around the room, searching for his cousin in the hopes that she might intervene, but, like Granger, she was nowhere to be found. Hereachedinto his pocket for his wand.

	"Don't,"Blaisestoppedhim."Itwon'thelp."

	"Luna," called Cho Chang this time, "They're on Voldemort's side. You knowthat." "No, they're on our side."

	"Come on, Luna, stop messing around!" growled Seamus, aiming his wand decisively."And you two, get out!"

	 

	
"Look, she's telling the truth," said Blaise. "We've been staying in a safehouse. We'refighting with the Order."

	Seamus' mouth twitched. "You know, if it was just you, I might believe it," — henarrowed his eyes at Draco — "But not you. We all remember what you did last year."

	"For fuck's sake, Finnegan," said Draco. "Do you think I would be here if I was fightingforVoldemort?"

	"You'reobviouslytryingtotrickus.Voldemortprobablysentyouheretogetinformation-

	Draco scoffed. "Oh, please. Do all you Gryffindors gather together on weekends to thinkup stupid shit to say, or does it just come naturally to you?"

	Blaise shook his head. "You're not helping by insultingthem." "Well, honestly, these morons make it so bloody easy-

	"Shut up, you tosser!" barked Seamus furiously. "You two, leave! Rightnow!" "Or what?"

	"Orwe'llmakeyou!"

	"Fuck off, Finnegan!" spat Draco. "I am not leaving! Just find Tonks and she'll tellyou!" Seamus' expression darkened a little. "You are a sick, twisted bastard."

	Draco's brow furrowed. Something about Finnegan's disposition suddenly seemed off, buthe didn't know the Gryffindor well enough to know how or why. He twisted his head to see if

	Blaise had noticed, but before he could glimpse his friend's eyes he felt the searing stab ofa spell striking his bad arm and he yelled out in pain.

	"Youwanker!"hesnarledatSeamus.

	"I told you to leave! Now go, or we'll remove you, you slimy pieceof- "That is quite enough Mr Finnegan!"

	McGonagall meandered her way through the crowd, pushing down several of the wands aimed at Draco and Blaise as she approached. Draco absently thought to himself that he'd never seen the Headmistress look anywhere close to dishevelled, but her usually tidy, fixed hair was messy and loose around her face, and her robes were dusty and torn. Despite her rumpled appearance, she still carried that formidable air of authority, ignoring theconfused looks of the students as she stopped by Finnegan's side.

	"Whatisgoingonhere?"sheasked.

	"They're up to something," said Seamus, pointing an accusatory finger at Draco andBlaise. "They're saying that they're fighting on our side."

	 

	
"Thatiscorrect."

	Seamusbalked."Wh-what?"

	"Mr Malfoy and Mr Zabini have been staying in a safehouse with Andromeda Tonks for several months," she explained, her tone clipped and matter-of-fact. "They are on ourside."

	Draco managed to conceal his surprise, deciding instead that a cocky smirk in Finnegan's direction would be more effective. The look on his face, and the faces of the others whohad challenged them for that matter, were brilliantly flabbergasted.

	"B-but..."stutteredSeamus,"They'reSlytherins."

	"Integrity and bravery are not traits exclusive to Gryffindors, Mr Finnegan," said McGonagall. "You will find members of every Hogwarts House here, which should tellyou that well enough. Now, go and assist those that require care."

	With a final disbelieving glance at Draco, Seamus pivoted on his heel and disappeared, blending into the mass of people like a raindrop in a bloody river. Blaise stepped forwardto thank the Headmistress and Draco stole a moment to examine the room again, hunting for any indication of Granger, but again, he found nothing.

	"...believeIsawMrBletchley,MissDavies,andMissBulstrodewithProfessorSlughorn

	near the back of the room," McGonagall was saying to Blaise and Lovegood. "Theyappeared to be perfectly fine."

	"AndGranger?"Dracorushedout."Isshehere?"

	The creases in the Headmistress' face deepened with her frown. "I...have not seen her, butI'm sure she will turn up shortly with Mr Potter and Mr Weasley."

	"WhataboutTheo?"askedBlaise."TheodoreNott.Haveyouseenhim?"

	"I'm sorry, no. We have several groups out searching for injured people and I'm sure thereare others still making their way here. Try not to worry until you know anything. Worrying does little but burden already busy minds."

	"Is there anything we can do to help?" asked Lovegood. "I'd be happy to check the room fora Nargle infestation."

	McGonagall blinked slowly. "I'm sure that's not necessary, Miss Lovegood, but thank you for theoffer.Icanseethatyouallhavesomeinjuriesthatneedhealing.There'sabitofawait, butMadamPomfrey,myself,andmostoftheotherProfessorsaredealingwithinjuries.If you come and find me in about fifteen minutes, I should have finished aiding those withmore severe wounds. In the meantime, we have food, water, and blankets. Keep yourselves warmand hydrated. It seems likely we will be battling again soon."

	"Thankyou,Professor,"saidLovegood.

	 

	
McGonagall hesitated to leave, her thoughtful eyes flitting between Blaise and Draco. "I commend you both for being here," she told them gently. "I understand yourcircumstances can't have made the choice easy. The right decisions are often the hardest to make."

	Draco cleared his throat uncomfortably as the Headmistress returned to the bedlam, joining Pomfrey near the line for the wounded. Ignoring the unfriendly stares of a group of nearby Gryffindors, he clutched his bad arm a little tighter, flinching as the ache intensified withhis movement. The pain was the sort that throbbed at steady intervals, travelling from his

	shoulderallthewaydowntohisfingertips,butitwasbearable.Just.

	"We should find Slughorn and the others," suggested Blaise. "They might have seen Theo.I doubt anyone else would have cared enough to note his presence."

	"Actually, I'd like to speak with Professor Flitwick," said Lovegood. "Will you beokay walking without support, Blaise?"

	"Yes,ofcourse.Comeandfinduswhenyou'redone.AndkeepaneyeoutforTheo."

	Feathering a kiss against his cheek, Luna left the boys alone, disappearing amongst the seaof students within seconds. Blaise and Draco began to walk, moving deeper into the thick of the aftermath. The air was so rich with the stench of blood and sweat that Draco had to swallow backagagortwo.HeslowedhispacetoaccommodateBlaise'slimp,andwhetherby accident or morbid curiosity, his eyes drifted over to the line of the dead.

	They were close enough that Draco could recognise and distinguish the features of theirstill, grey faces, and he absorbed them all silently. This side of the Great Hall was unsettlingly quiet, like an invisible, muffling wall had been erected to protect their unhearing ears and

	leave them in peace. One by one, he put names to the faces he knew; Terry Boot,Lavender Brown, Lisa Turpin, Gabriel Tate, Nick Alas, and so many others that he thought he might recognise, but had never taken the time of effort to learn their names.

	As unfeeling and cruel as it sounded, he felt no sympathy for them. He'd never known or interacted with these people beyond exchanging glares in the corridors, but that's not tosay he was unaffected by them.

	Death leaves imprints on your mind; stranger or friend, witnessing it scars memories,and while some scars are smaller than others, none really heal.

	He felt disturbed more than anything, particularly when he saw a Hufflepuff girl withwide, dry eyes, her jaw still agape from her final scream. All the others had seemed somewhat

	serene and calm, but this girl looked like she was stuck in time, reliving the horror, trappedin purgatory. He wanted to direct his attention elsewhere, but decided to sweep his eyes across

	the remaining corpses, just to ensure Granger wasn't among them. He knewMcGonagall would have informed him, but the need to check was too niggling to ignore.

	No,Grangerdefinitelywasn'tamongstthefallen,but...

	"No,"murmuredDraco,stoppingdeadinhistracks."No,noway."

	 

	
"What?" asked Blaise, following Draco's line of sight. He sighed sadly and shook hishead. "Shit. How the...Shit."

	Towards the end of the line was a shock of red hair and Draco recognised it instantly.Without really being aware of it, he edged closer, taking in Tonks' dead features. Her skin was moon- white,herlipsblueandslightlyparted,butthebrilliant,vibrantshadeofherhairwasso alive, and that somehow made it worse. It was only when he'd almost reached her that he realised Remus was lying beside her, his complexion also tellingly pallid and his shirtpeppered with browning bloodstains. Draco frowned when he realised their hands were touching; Tonks' fingers softly grazed Remus' palm, as if intentional, and he absentlywondered if someone had placed their hands like that, or if gravity and fate had gently pulled Tonks' hand to rest against Remus' so perfectly. So tragically.

	A couple of paces behind him, Blaise was talking to Trelawney, but he was too distracted to pick up on what was being said. The emotion that was trapped somewhere between histhroat and his chest was indefinable and completely foreign to him. It was neither anger nor grief,but more an awareness that something was missing and could never be retrieved. It was like

	there was a hole in him where he'd always assumed there'd been a holeanyway. But then that's what death is: a puncture in the status quo.

	His relationship with his only cousin had been far from amicable, but she had entered hislife at a time when everything had been changing for him, and he had become somewhat accustomed to the possibility of her being present in his future. Not even in a particularly profound way, but certainly...there. And now she wouldn't be, and the closest emotion to which he could think to compare what he felt was disappointment.

	When Blaise came to stand beside Draco, his knuckles were as white as Tonks'skin. "She was an Auror," he muttered. "How could-

	"Bellatrix,"interruptedBlaise."TrelawneysaidBellatrixkilledher."

	Draco clenched his eyes shut and sucked in a breath through his gritted teeth. Now hefelt angry. Furious, actually. "I really fucking hate that woman."

	"Andromeda's going to bedevastated.""Fuck."

	Fuck.

	His Aunt had barely finished mourning her husband, and now her daughter had been slaughtered by her sister. Exactly how much was one person expected to take beforethey crumbled? Cracked? And shit, what about Granger? She adored Tonks like a sister. He

	suddenly felt helpless, knowing that he couldn't protect both Andromeda and Grangerfrom the reality of Tonks' death, and although he had no idea why, he felt like it was his responsibility to do so.

	 

	
Pinchingthebridgeofhisnosewithhisfingers,heexhaledheavily,tryingtosoothehis racing thoughts. But it was pointless. He was surrounded by death and destruction, and itwas all he could see, hear, smell, and taste. It was overpowering, consuming, and he didn't know what to do.

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	Despite the smoke scratching them, Hermione's eyes danced, roaming the ruined courtyardand lingering on the enormous, motionless corpse of a giant. Strewn across the ground were countless bodies, some in Death Eater robes, some in school uniforms, and it tookeverything she had to keep walking. Her knees felt brittle, her legs wobbly, but Harry was marching intently towards the castle and she needed to keep up.

	She couldn't quite believe they had been in this very spot perhaps twenty minutes ago. Everything had been so loud and bright then; a constant explosion of noise, light, andheat. Now everything was cold and silent except for the wind, howling like the dying, and she shivered with that morose thought.

	"It'ssoquiet,"saidHermione."Whereiseveryone?"

	"Theymustbeinside,"repliedRon,hisvoicestrained."Comeon,Hermione."

	She could tell he was studying each body, searching for ginger hair. Harry, on the otherhand, seemed fixated on his feet and the path to the castle, hardly lifting his head, and she could practically feel the guilt radiating from him. She considered saying something to try and comfort him, but what words could she offer him that might do anything to alleviate his

	conscience?

	AstheyenteredHogwarts,thedistantsoundsofvoicesjourneyeddownthecorridorand

	Hermione breathed a sigh of relief. Yes, logic had assured her that there would besurvivors, but hearing them was so reassuring that her heart pounded a little slower.

	"TheGreatHall,Ireckon,"saidRon.

	The trio followed the voices, their footsteps quickening the closer they got until they were jogging. The doors were wide open, but they stopped before they could pass the threshold, taking it all in. Hermione didn't know where to look, but she caught herself watching Pomfrey, who was tending to a nasty burn on Firenze's flank and thigh. Ron dashedforward and she tracked him as he joined his family at the far side of the room. She did a quick head count, sighing when she realised all the Weasleys were accounted for, aside from Charlie, who she knew was still in Romania.

	 

	
ThankMerlin.

	Taking a better look at the chaotic room, she slowly dragged her eyes from the right side to the left, her heart sinking when he spotted a row of unmoving bodies, laid out neatly like fallen dominos. But then there was a spark of something familiar just out of focus; a flashof white-blond hair. She honed in on it, on him, knowing but not quite believing, because he couldn't possibly be here.

	Buthewas.Evenwithhisbacktoher,sheknewitwasDraco.

	"OhmyGod,"shewhisperedtoherself,herheartinherthroat."OhmyGod."

	She recognised his height, his build, the slant of his shoulders; all of him. She was frozen — not even daring to breathe — for exactly five seconds, and then she was bolting forward,likelightning.

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	"...theonlyfamilyshehasleft,"Blaisewassaying."Youshouldbetheonetotellher-

	"I am hardly family, Blaise," sighed Draco, unable to completely tear his eyes awayfrom Tonks and Remus. "I've known Andromeda for a few months and that's it."

	"You'restillhernephew."

	"Youknowit'smorecomplicatedthanthat."

	"Yes, but..." Blaise trailed off, his mouth tweaking at one corner with a half-there grin ashe spotted something over Draco's shoulder. "You might want to look behind you, mate."

	"What?""Justlook."

	Narrowing his eyes with confusion, Draco began to twist around, barely managing to turn halfway before he had the wind knocked out of him. The body was petite, but it slammedinto him with such force that he almost lost his balance. Almost. A pair of arms locked around his necklikeanoose,sotightthathechoked,andhecouldfeelwethairpressedagainsthis cheek. Shifting his eyes to the side, he couldn't see the face buried into the sway of his unharmed shoulder, but her drenched, coffee-coloured curls gave her away.

	Granger.

	 

	
She was shaking slightly, her fast puffs of breath tickling his throat, and he could feel her heartbeat hammering against his chest. Draco was still for a long moment, static withdisbelief, but then his good arm slowly snaked its way around her waist, drawing her closer. Her fingernails stabbed into his back and shoulder blades, but the pain was oddly comforting, like it somehow confirmed her presence. Dipping his head with relief, he had exactly one second — one second — to inhale her familiar scent and thank Merlin for finally gracinghim with some good luck, but then she was tearing herself away from him. And then she slappedhis chest.

	"Ow!" he spat. "What the fuck- "What the hell are you doinghere?"

	Draco stared at her face, noticing first her split lip and the deep, purple bruise by hertemple, and he ignored the urge to reach out and rub away the dried blood on her chin. It was hardly the first time he'd seen her swollen and bleeding but it infuriated him anyway; yet it was her expression really stole his attention. Her eyes were wide and shiny, glistening with the glaze of tears that had yet to fall, and her lips were parted, baring clenched teeth; the closest thingto a snarl she could probably manage.

	He listed in his head the emotions he found in her eyes: anger, sadness, awe, excitement,and at the core was the faintest hint of happiness. With her balled fists trembling at her sides and her chest heaving with laboured breaths, she looked completely conflicted, like she was torn between punching him and kissing him. Apparently she reached a decision.

	Sheslappedhischestagain.

	"Shit,"hehissed."Stopdoingthat!"

	"I asked what the hell you're doing here!" she demanded furiously. "You're not supposedto be here!"

	"Whatthefuckiswrongwithyou?Calmdown!"

	"You're supposed to be somewhere safe!" She began to cry then. "I wanted you to be safe!It's too dangerous here! People are getting hurt and...and killed-

	"I know that!" he yelled. "What, you thought I was just going to wait at home and wonder if you were one of those people? You thought I wouldn't give a shit? Fuck, Granger, of courseI came here!"

	"Iamnotleavingherewithyou!Iamheretofight!"

	"Iknowyou'renotgoingtoleavewithme!Iamnotheretoaskyouto!"

	"Then why the hell are you here?" she asked again, roughly swiping away her tears."Because I...you can't be here just for me! You can't just-

	"I'm not here just for you!" he blurted, sucking down a calming breath. "Look, I'd be lying ifI said you weren't the main reason, but I..." He growled with frustration. "Do you remember

	 

	
whenyoutoldmeI'dneedtochooseaside?"

	Sheswallowedheavilyandnoddedherheadonce."Yes,Iremember."

	"Well,thisisobviouslymybloodychoice,isn'tit?Evidentlyallyournaggingpaidoff,

	because here I am!" — he scowled accusingly at her but continued his rant — "And I knew damn well before I came here that there was no way I would convince you to leavebecause you're that fucking stubborn, but I came anyway!"

	Hermione actually felt all the anger drain out of her body, leaving behind only wonder."So you're...you're here to fight with the Order?"

	"Don't take this for something it isn't because — Granger, don't look at me like that," he warned. "This isn't some heroic statement. If you weren't here, I wouldn't be here, andbelieve me, I am very tempted to stun you right now and Apparate us both out of here-

	"Don'teventhinkabout-

	"But I want Voldemort dead, and I want to see it happen," he carried on, lowering his voice and looking her dead in the eye. "So yeah, I came to fight, alright? And I came here to fight with you because you're..." He hesitated and sighed, grasping at words, "You're just it forme.I have other reasons for being here, but you're the reason. You're the reason for everything,

	for fuck's sake! Do you understand? Am I making any sense at all?" She nibbled her swollen lip. "Yes, but I...I just wanted you to besafe-

	"If you say that one more time, I swear I'll Stupefy you. What about your safety? Whatthe hell did you think was going through my head?"

	"ButI-

	"Granger, just come here," he sighed, exasperated. "I didn't come to Hogwarts and huntthe entire damn castle to find you for an argument. I came here to...Just come here."

	Draco thought he saw her mouth curve into a sad, forlorn smile, but she was rushingtowards him again before he could really pay it any heed. She crashed into him, flinging her armsback around his neck and desperately smashing her lips against his. It was one of those

	impulsivekisseswhereyourteethclashuponimpact,butit'sfinebecauseit'srawand intense; the realest of kisses. Draco looped his arm around her, just as he had before, andheld her tight against him, anxious to gather her as close as possible lest she decide to slap him again, and he wouldn't put it past her.

	"I'm" —kiss — "sorry," she mumbled. "I am glad you are here, but" — another kiss — "at the same time I'm worried that-

	"I know." Kiss."Ilove- "I know."

	 

	
He softened the pressure of the kiss when the cut on his bottom lip started to sting, and hefelt her relax a little, exhaling contentedly, moving her hands to hold his face and caress thebruises freckled across his cheekbones. His lips were chapped, his mouth as rough as

	sandpaper, but he kept kissing her. Needed to keep kissing her, and she was just as reluctant to stop, but when he heard a few gasps somewhere to his left, he frowned and lost themoment.

	He pulled away from Hermione with a frustrated growl rumbling deep in his throat,despising theinterruption,butunabletoignoreit.Slantinghiseyestotheside,hegloweredatthe prying group of Gryffindors and Ravenclaws, including Finnegan and Longbottom, watching andpointingindiscreetlyintheirdirection.Hecertainlyhadn'tforgottenthathewasina room brimming with people that might deem his relationship with Granger unfeasible and gossip-worthy, but he'd apparently forgotten to care.

	"We have an audience," said Draco, rolling his eyes. "Your moronic friends are staring atus,Granger."

	"Idon'tcare."

	"Theiruglyfacesareputtingmeoff."

	She laughed softly; not with amusement but with relief. She doubted he could comprehend how much it touched her that he was here with her. For her. There was something indescribably blissful and terrifying about having someone walk willingly into danger'spath just to stand at your side, and that was essentially what Draco had done.

	Asshelookedathimnow,notingallthechangeshe'dmadesincethatfirstdayinherroom,

	the pride and love she felt for him was a warm and wonderful sensation in her chest. Yes,she wished he was far away from this War, because that's what love is; love is the shift of someone's life taking priority over your own. But a dormant, selfish part of her wanted him here. Just to see him, really. Just to have him within reaching distance.

	"Hey!" Draco snapped at the onlookers, severing Hermione's reverie. "Can we help you?This isn't a free show, you know!"

	"Draco," she groaned. "Just ignore them. They're obviously going to have questions. I'lltalk to them later."

	"You might want to tell them that it's rude to stare, and that they — Finnegan, I willbreak your finger if you point it at me again!"

	Pursing her lips with irritation, Hermione gently nudged Draco's shoulder to bring his attention back to her, oblivious to his injury. He released a loud bark of pain, following bya hissed list of profanities as he clutched his wounded arm, clenching his eyes shut andinhaling through his teeth. Salazar's grave, it hurt. His whole left side was throbbing.

	"What happened?" asked Hermione, her tone inevitably concerned. "I barely touchedyou." "Shoulder...dislocated," he rasped out.

	 

	
"Youletmeslapyouwhenyou'reinjured?"

	"I didn't let you slap me," he replied drolly. "Evidently, it's just a habit you have regardlessof whether we're in a relationship or not. Charming, by the way."

	"How did you dislocate yourshoulder?" "Folk dancing."

	"Draco."

	"FightingbloodyDeathEaters.Obviously."

	Hermione's eyes narrowed inquisitively. "Wait, you've been fighting? How long haveyou been here? And how did you get to Hogwarts?"

	"I've been here about two hours," he explained, "And I came with Blaise and theothers. Tonks brought us..."

	His voice faded, his pain disregarded. He suddenly felt quite numb. Shit. How could he have forgotten that Tonks' cold, lifeless body was lying only a few feet from them? FromGranger. He needed get to her away. He didn't want her to see.

	"Oh,thatmakessense,"saidHermione."GinnysaidshesawTonks,butthenI-

	"Granger," he interrupted, gripping her elbow and trying to position himself between herand Tonks. "Come with me for a second."

	"Where is she? Have you seen her?""Granger-

	"Would you stop pulling me?" she frowned, searching her surroundings. "I'm trying tofindher."

	"Hermione,don't."

	"Draco, stop that!" She ripped her arm out of his grip, still inspecting the Great Hall,her expression anxious and fretful now. "Where is she? Where's Tonks?"

	Draco grimaced as Hermione's eyes drifted perilously close to where her friend lay like a tattered ragdoll, and he could pinpoint the precise moment she found her. Her brown eyes darkened with horror and recognition and her jaw dropped a couple of inches, prepared for words or screams that she couldn't yet conjure. Squinting and blinking several times, as ifshe was trying erase the image of Tonks through sheer will, she began to shake her headfrantically as tears spilled down her cheeks.

	Draco's hand shot out, cupping her face and stroking away one of them with his thumb. He hated to see her cry now. Despised it. It did inexplicably terrible things to his insides, like each tear was a jab to his stomach. Studying her intently, he could see the outburstbuilding

	 

	
up inside of her, piecing itself together bit by bit, and he didn't know what he could doto comfort her. He felt helpless.

	"Granger," he whispered as softly as he had probably whispered anything in his life."Stop looking at her-

	"Th-this can't be happening," she stuttered. "Sh-she's just had ababy- "Granger, look at me, don't look at her."

	She kept staring past him. "No, no, no, no, no." She started to tremble. "This isimpossible-"Granger-

	"NO."

	She made to move past him, but she stumbled, collapsing into Draco's ready and steadying arms. Bunching the fabric of his shirt in her hands, she gave up and stayed there, burying her face into his chest before she let it go. Her scream was muffled against his skin, but the shudders of it, and her, ran through him like ice, and all he could really think to do was wrap his arm around her, absently stroking her back with his fingertips. She choked it all up;every sob, every whimper, and every cry felt by him. Absorbed by him.

	"I'm sorry," he mumbled, because it was all he could think to say. Not that it did anythingto console her.

	Sohedidnothing.Whenitcomestodeath,sometimesnothingisallapersoncando.
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	Hermionehadstoppedcryingtenminutesago.

	After wailing into Draco's chest for less than sixty seconds, she had abruptly stilled, pulled away from him, and then roughly sleeved away the evidence of her tears, like she was ashamed. She'd then squared her shoulders and heaved in a deep breath; a soldier's determination. Draco had asked her if she was alright and she'd replied, "Now is not thetime.I should be helping." And then, with a final heartbroken glance at Tonks and Remus, she'd walked away and had barely spoken a fistful of words since.

	Draco had wanted to tell her that no one would begrudge her some mourning time, and that she could scream into his shoulder for as long as she needed, but he didn't. He'd considered offering her some form of consolation, despite his discomfort with affectionate gestures,but she'd assured him she was fine when he'd tried to place his hand against her back. She'd shrugged him off, reiterating that she was fine, even though she evidently wasn't.

	Had it not been for the crowd, he had a feeling he'd have been tempted to bait her into reacting, like he had after she'd Obliviated her parents. While some people coped wellwith bottling up all their angst, himself included, he knew Granger did not, but he couldn't

	provoke her here. There were too many eyes on him; most of them untrusting andhostile. And, no, he didn't give a shit about their curiosity as to why Granger was willingly at his side, but he doubted causing a scene would benefit the situation.

	Sohejustletherbe.

	Hejustlethercarryon,likeeveryoneelse.

	The Great Hall was like a factory crossed with a funeral. Everyone in the room seemed tobe divided into two categories: the mourners and the workers. Near the entrance of the Great Hall, not too far from Granger and himself, Draco could see Blaise and Lovegood's heads bobbing above the crowd as they helped with cleaning up some of the debris blocking the

	double doors. Millicent, Tracy, and Miles were working with Lee Jordan and DeanThomas to hand out blankets, and countless other students were contributing in any way they could. Then there were the others, lingering by the fatality line, immobile with shock and sorrow.

	 

	
But they were all mourners, really. Some were simply better at shutting the pain outand getting on with what needed to be done. Like Granger.

	He and Granger were sat near the line for the wounded now, and she was keeping herself busy treating small cuts and abrasions on the victims and ensuring that they each had a supply of water. It was hardly arduous work; most of the people didn't care enough tohave their minor injuries healed, but at least she had something to focus on. Draco couldn't understand how she could bear to be here, though.

	Thelineforthewoundedwassomuchworsethanthelineforthedead.

	Almost all of the healing potions had been exhausted a while ago, before Draco had even entered the Great Hall, according to Slughorn. There was no Skele-Gro, no Blood- Replenishing Potion, no Wound-Cleaning Potion, and as all of the potions required aminimum of three hours brewing time, they wouldn't be available anytime soon. Pomfreyand the professors were trying to aid the victims, but Healing Spells and a half-empty tin of Burn- Healing Paste could only do so much.

	The fighters with the most severe injuries simply had to wait in agony, delaying death if they could, and their whimpers and moans were a constant, haunting drone. In the past tenminutes alone, eight people had been carried into the Great Hall by the recovery teams; four had immediately been placed in the line for the dead, two were waiting to have treatable injuries tended, and the final two had died slowly. Painfully. Loudly. Barely twenty feet away from

	whereDracoandHermioneweresat.

	Inreality,thelineforthewoundedwasalsoalineforthedying.

	Hermione lifted her head when Oliver Wood entered the room with the ninth recovered casualty slung over his shoulder, heading straight for the fatality line. Following her line of sight, Draco only saw a tuft of blood-matted, mousy hair and a Gryffindor tie swingingfrom side to side, but he didn't recognise the body from his angle. He turned to study Granger, watching her features tighten a little as she paused in her task to observe Wood carefully

	placethebodyalongsidetherestofthefallen.

	"That's Colin Creevey," she muttered. "He's underage. And aMuggle-born." Draco frowned. "Granger-

	"Heshouldn'thavebeenhere.Heshould'veleftwiththeothers."

	Uncertain what he could or should say, Draco remained silent as Hermione resumed filling water bottles. Unwittingly, he reached out and tangled his fingers in some of the stray curls that had slipped out of her ponytail, coiling them around his thumb, grazing the back of his hand against her back as he did so. He wasn't sure what he'd been expecting her to do, buthe'd hoped for a reaction of some sort; perhaps a sigh or a shiver, but she didn't move. Hadit not been for the subtle rises and falls of her chest, he would doubt she was even breathing.

	He studied her closely, taking in her unsettlingly grey complexion, swollen eyes, andchapped lips. She looked ill. Very ill.

	 

	
He was about to say something. What, he had no idea, but it was irrelevant. Someonewas calling his name before he could mumble hers.

	"Mr Malfoy," said McGonagall, wading her way through the students towards him."My apologies for the wait, but I can fix..." she trailed off and her expression softened. "MissGranger."

	Hermione's head lifted, but she stared at the Headmistress with blank eyes."Professor." "My dear, you don't look well at all."

	Hermione glanced at the line of the dead and swallowed hard. "I'm fine," she lied."I'm just...I'm fine."

	Draco frowned and pressed his palm against the small of her back. Her skin was coldthrough her jumper.

	"All of us are fine, but no one is," said McGonagall quietly. "Keep yourselfsteady, Hermione. That's all you can do for now."

	"Yes,professor,"shenodded."WhatwereyousayingtoDraco?"

	"Oh,yes.MrMalfoy,Icanhealthatshoulderforyounow,ifyou'reready?"

	"Alright,"saidDraco,risingtohisfeet.Hislimbsfeltliketreebranches;rigidandcreaking.

	Thepaininhisshoulderhadslowedtoadull,thuddingachethathehadforcedhimselfto

	ignore for the last thirty minutes. As he made to follow McGonagall to the back of theGreat Hall, he felt a small, clammy hand gently tug his fingers. When he turned around, Granger's face was different; still sullen and lost, but also thoughtful.

	"Doyouneedmetocomewithyou?"

	Draco paused. In all honesty, no. No, he didn't need her to come with him. But he wantedher to. And perhaps she needed to come with him. Perhaps she needed the distraction. Perhaps even both of them did.

	"Yes," hesaidfinally.

	They walked side by side to where McGonagall was waiting, perched on a stool at the farend of the Great Hall. Draco took a moment to look around, noting the Weasley family not too far away, talking amongst themselves. Just behind McGonagall, Slughorn was healing Eddie Carmichael's mangled ankle, and his Head of House shot him an almost appreciative glance, like he was grateful for Draco's presence.

	"Take a seat," directed McGonagall, waiting until Draco was settled on the stool besideshers. "This shouldn't take too long, but it might be quite painful. We have run out of Pain-ReliefPotion."

	"Brilliant,"mumbledDraco.

	 

	
As Hermione came to sit at his side, he stared solely at her as McGonagall cast a spell torip the sleeve of his shirt, exposing the blue, bruised skin of his shoulder. When Hermione

	offered him her hand, he took it without hesitation, twining their fingers and gripping ittight. He stared at her hard, examining her features closely. He hadn't really had the chance to lookat her recently. Really look at her.

	As bizarre as it sounded, an intense wave of...something washed over him. One of those emotions that neither one word nor a hundred can ever really describe, but it's in yourhead, your heart, your stomach, everywhere. She looked so... captivating to him at that moment, despite her ashen skin and bloody lips. If ever he was interrogated and forced to reveal the inner-most secrets of his soul, he would say it was this moment — this precise moment — that confirmed how he felt about Granger.

	And there was no particular reason for it. It was just there, inside of him, like a neworgan; beating and warm. As real and as present as he was. As she was.

	"What?" asked Hermione. "Nothing,"hesaid."Ijust-

	"Okay,MrMalfoy,"interruptedMcGonagall."Ready?"

	He nodded but kept his eyes on Granger, trying to keep his muscles relaxed as the heat from the Headmistress' wand began to tingle his skin. Hermione squeezed his hand, and then his shoulder was burning. Scorching. He squeezed her hand back and clenched his eyes shut, grinding his teeth as his shoulder slowly slotted back into place with a loud andexcruciatingsnap.

	"Motherfu-

	"Thank you, Mr Malfoy," said McGonagall flatly. "I understand it's painful, but I don'tlike bad language."

	Draco was about to retaliate with a few of his favourite expletives, but then the burning suddenly stopped, and everything felt normal again. Testing his shoulder, he rolled it acouple of times and stretched out his arm, satisfied that it was indeed healed.

	"There," smiled McGonagall. "All done. That wasn't so bad. Certainly not worthswearingover."

	"Let me set your arm on fire and see if you keep your languageclean." "Draco," Hermione frowned. "Say thank you."

	Reluctantly,heforcedoutagrumbled,"Thankyou."

	"You'rewelcome.Nowifyou'llexcuseme,Ineedtocheckuponafewthings."

	Waiting until the Headmistress had disappeared, Draco checked his shoulder again. "Notbad. She could've repaired my shirt, though."

	 

	
"Don't be petty," scolded Hermione, but Draco didn't mind. At least she was speakingnow. At least she was more like her. "Does it still hurt?"

	"No,it'sfine."

	She rubbed her lips together pensively. "What were you going to say to me before shestarted to heal you?"

	"What? Oh. I just..." He tried to find the right words. "I was just looking at you andI...Icouldn't-

	"Hey,Malfoy!"

	Dracogrowledunderhisbreathasanotherfamiliarvoiceseveredhisspeech.Andthisvoice inparticularwasnotonehewantedtohearcallinghisname.Weasleyapproachedthemwith a slight limp and looking more rumpled than usual with his shredded clothes and mussedhair. Draco rolled his eyes as his long-time rival stopped in front of him.

	"Look,Weasley,I'mnotinthemoodtoarguewithyouright-

	"Fred told me what you did," said Ron. "He told me you saved hislife." Draco's mouth closed. Beside him, he felt Hermione jerk with surprise.

	"I came here to say..." Ron continued awkwardly. "Um, I came here to say...thank you.Thank you for saving my brother. My family is grateful."

	Dracolickedhisteethwithdiscomfort."Right...well...okaythen."

	"Yeah...so, thanks," he said again before he turned to Hermione. "Have you seenHarryanywhere?"

	Hermione slowly dragged her round, bewildered eyes from Draco to Ron. "I'm sorry,what,Ron?"

	"HaveyouseenHarry?"

	"Oh.No,"shereplied."Iassumedhewaswithyou."

	"No, but I'm sure he's around here somewhere. He's probably helping the others bring inthe injured or something. I'll have a look for him."

	With that, Weasley turned and left them alone, and Draco could feel the pressure of Hermione's inquisitive gaze on the side of his face. When he twisted his head, he mether smiling gaze.

	"Granger," he warned. "Don't look at me like that. It wasn't likeI- "You saved Fred's life?"

	 

	
"Technically,yes,butI-

	She cut him off with a swift kiss, pressing her hands against his cheeks and digging herlips into his rather forcefully. Exhaling into his mouth, she seemed to release all of her anguish into him, and he thought he felt her lips sway into a small, relieved grin against his own.

	Itwasoneofthoseneedkisses;allabouthowhardyoucanpushyourfaceintosomeone else's face, and hold them as tight as you can without breaking them or yourself. One ofthose kisses that hurt, but you do it anyway because it's a good kind of hurt. The kind of kiss that reminds you you're human.

	She pulled away, but kept him close, resting her forehead againsthis. "Thank you," she whispered.

	"Whatfor?"

	"I'mnotevensure.Just...beinghere,Iguess.Beingherewithme."

	Her tone was scratchy and broken, like she was crying, but he couldn't find any tearsfalling down her face. He frowned at her, stroking her arms with his fingertips.

	"WhereelsewouldIbe?"

	He wasn't sure why, but his response apparently pleased her; the muscles in her face seemedto soften and she gripped his hands tight, stabbing his palms with her fingernails. Her smile stretched up her cheeks before she kissed him again; just a brief, sweet kiss to seal the sentiment. Again, he was aware of a few nearby Gryffindors and Ravenclaws firingconfused glances their way, but he really didn't care. Not in the slightest. In all honesty, he was just relieved to see her being...her again. There was still sadness folded in between each line of

	her face, but at least she wasn't completely and utterly consumed by her grief anymore.At least she was animated and speaking again. At least she was...present.

	Severingtheireyecontact,HermioneswepthereyesovertheGreatHall,drinkinginthe mess and madness of it all. Her gaze returned to the fatality line, and Draco watched herface closely, half-expecting her to revert back into herself when she found Tonks. But the longer

	he looked at her, the more he thought that her expression actually looked somewherebetween contemplativeandconflicted,likeshewasseeingthechaoticroomforthefirsttimeand trying to process it all with the logical side of her brain.

	"Doyouthinkwecanwin?"sheaskedsuddenly.

	"Granger," he said carefully. "You know I'm not the best person to answer thatquestion." "I'd still like you to. Please."

	Hesitating to respond, he sighed and rubbed his eyes. "I don't know, Granger. It's not looking great. That being said, Weasley and I just had an almost civil exchange, so perhapsanything's possible.Maybeifthey..."Hisvoicefadedoutwhenrealisedshewassmilingathim."What?"

	 

	
"I expected you to just say no," she said. "Some of your cynicism seems to havemeltedaway."

	Hismouthtwitchedintoahalf-theregrin."Well,wecanindisputablyblameyouforthat."

	Shesmiled,breathedout,andleanedherheadagainsthisshoulder.Hefeltratherthansaw

	some of the tension seep out of her muscles as he turned his head to kiss her temple,leaving his lips to remain against the soft skin by her hairline. Draco decided both of them needed this; just a stolen moment of peace to rejuvenate and calm the thoughts pounding in theirheads.

	Even when a distant voice shouted, "We've found a survivor!" Draco didn't move. He barely acknowledged it. Similar declarations had been echoing around the room every fiveminutes or so, and were as normal to him now as the sound of the wind. The familiar sounds of a commotion (as people rushed forward to see who had been recovered) drifted up from the front of the Great Hall to the back, where he and Granger were seated, but still; neither of them lifted their heads.

	It was only when Draco thought he heard someone calling his name that he glancedtowards the far side of the hall.

	He caught sight of Millicent rushing by, shoving aside the people in her way to get to theline for the wounded. A small cluster of five or six people seemed to be crowding around something there, and among them he could see Madam Pomfrey, Miles, and Tracy, allshifting and fidgeting restlessly.

	Something felt wrong; something was wrong, and suddenly his instincts were on fire. Uncertain why, but feeling the urge to do so, he scanned the room for Blaise as dreadwelled up inside of him, unable to find his friend anywhere.

	He heard his name being shouted again — "Draco!" — and he recognised Blaise's voice, coming from where the others were gathered. The panic was so loud and raw in Blaise'stone that Draco felt like it rocketed across the room and smacked into him, until all he could feel was panic, too. A cold and cruel shiver of comprehension shot down his spine and he jolted out of his seat, straining his eyes across the hall to try and see what had his fellow Slytherins so rattled, although he thought he already knew.

	"Draco," said Hermione, standing up beside him and trying to follow his line of sight."Whatis it?"

	He didn't hear her, but he unintentionally answered her question anyway; he mutteredone name to himself so quietly that it sounded more like a breath than a word.

	"Theo."

	Blaise'sboomingvoicereachedhimagain."Draco!"

	His body dashed forward before his mind even told it to do so, like two strong,invisible handshadpushedhimtowardstheothersideoftheGreatHall.Heatrushedtohishead.

	 

	
Swarming.Sweatwaspoolingonhisbackandbloodwaspumpingeverywhereelse.His heart was hammering so fiercely, so wildly, that he could feel the beats in his toes.Thumping. Drumming. He felt sick with fear and concern; could actually taste vomit on the back of his tongue, scorching his taste buds and nostrils.

	Don'tbeTheo,don'tbeTheo,don'tbeTheo.

	Hethrusthimselfintothecrowd,surgingforwardlikeawreckingballandknockingtwo

	Hufflepuffs to the ground. Behind him, Hermione was shouting questions, but he just kepton running, whipping around the obstacles in his path as fast as he could. The Great Hall felt

	longer than it had ever felt, seemingly stretching on formiles. Please don't be Theo.

	Whywasn'tBlaisecallinghisnameanymore?Whathadchanged?

	He was almost there, but he didn't slow down. He couldn't slow down. He was toofrantic. Too urgent. Too fucking frightened of what he might find.

	When he reached the huddled group of his fellow Slytherins, he skidded to a gracelesshalt, crashing into Miles and Millicent. Elbowing them aside, his eyes dropped to the floor, and then he lost his balance, staggering back two steps when the full extent of the damage registered. Miles reached out to steady him, but he was oblivious to it; his attention was completely focused on the scene before him, absorbing it all in stages. Slowly.

	Disbelievingly.Inshock.Hewasn'tevensurewheretobegin.

	The reason he'd been unable to locate Blaise in the Great Hall was because he was on his knees. On Blaise's lap rested Theo's head, tipping to the side and so misshapen that Draco initially thought it didn't look like Theo at all. But perhaps he could blame that on denial.Or hope. Weren't they the same thing anyway?

	Theo's face was a colourful, broken mess. Both of his eyes were swollen, bulging out of their socketsandbruisedadeepshadeofpurplewithspotsofsicklyyellowattheedges.Oneof hisearswasbleeding,thebloodtricklingintohishairanddownthesideofhisface.There wasblooddribblingfromhismouth,too,andhislipswerebared,displayingred-stained teeth; too dark and too thick to simply be from a split lip. Scratches and bruises decorated his skin like morbid scribbles and inkblots, slicing into his lifeless expression, and he was sopale he was almost blue.

	Theo's body was in a similar state; all scarred, battered, and beaten. Gashes and grazes marred every inch of exposed flesh, mingling with more bruises, but they weren't what alarmed Draco most. The bottom half of Theo's once white shirt was drenched withblood. Completely sodden and saturated, and so...red. Dark red. Almost brown, like rust.

	The obvious source was a thick and long wound near Theo's stomach, visible through thetear in his shirt, and Draco couldn't stop staring at it. It appeared to gape back at him, all wet and oozing, and so, so bad. The longer Draco looked at it, the slower everything else seemed toget; the people around him, the sounds, his heartbeat. He felt trapped by it. Stuck in a

	 

	
moment as realisation slowly seeped in, his brain refusing to function until he'd processeditall.

	Andwhenitfinallysankin—whenheunderstood—hefeltscared.Scaredandangry.

	Scared because didn't know what to do, and angry because he didn't think there wasanything he could do.

	Everything shifted back into motion. Everything carried on. Draco's heartbeat accelerated, roaring in his ribcage now, thumping so fast it felt like it might force its way out of his mouth. The last time he'd felt like this was when he'd seen Granger after she'd beentortured by Bellatrix; that sick feeling of helplessness.

	Reaching out, he placed his hand on Theo's arm, grimacing when he registered how cold Theo's skin felt beneath his fingertips. In an almost childish manner, he nudged hisfriend, waiting for a reaction that never came.

	"Theo," he said, but his voice came out so much quieter than he'd intended. He triedagain."Theo."

	Nothing.

	He flinched when a warm hand settled on his back between his shoulder blades. He didn'tneed to look to know it was Granger, and she was speaking to him, but he didn't hear a wordof it. Finally ripping his eyes away from Theo's wound, he turned to Blaise, who washolding Theo's head in his lap with such care and caution, like an egg that was already cracked. His normally calm expression was scrunched up with desperation and fear, and never, ever could Draco recall a time when Blaise had looked so lost. So terrified. And that made it so muchworse.

	BecauseBlaisewasthelogicaloneintheirdysfunctionalSlytherintrio.Thesoothingvoice of reason. If Blaise was panicking, then there was good reason to panic. If Blaise wasscared, the whole world should be scared, too.

	Draco carried on staring at him, trying to focus on the words coming out of his mouth.Blaise was speaking — or rather pleading — with Madam Pomfrey, who was stood nearby, looking completely overwhelmed and flustered, still sporting bloodstains on her face and clothes.

	Willing his head to steady itself, Draco forced away the static muffling his earsand concentrated hard on their voices.

	"...internaldamage,MrZabini.Thelossofblood-

	"Youmustbeabletososomething!"heshouted."Thepotions-

	"Even if I had any potions, it's unlikely..." She sighed. "It's too late. He has...minutes.Perhaps an hour, tops. He's dying-

	"Andyou'redoingnothingaboutit!"

	 

	
"There is nothing I can do. I'm sorry." And she really was sorry, but apologies can only doso much. Sometimes they do nothing at all.

	Draco watched the exchange mutely, wanting to contribute, but unable to. Relevant and syntactical sentences refused to form in his head or on his tongue. Only idle words seemedto register, like dying, and pain, and Theo, Theo, Theo. Draco's hands began to shake.

	"Fuck you and your apology!" snarled Blaise. "You call yourself aMediwitch?" "Blaise," whispered Lovegood. "It's not her fault."

	"I'm not saying it is, but she should be able to help! That's your job! What the hell is thepoint in you being in here if you can't help?"

	"I'mdoingwhatIcan,MrZabini-

	"Well,it'snotfuckinggoodenough!"

	Pomfrey closed her eyes and massaged the bridge of her nose. "Mr Zabini, I am sorry. Ireally am.Thereisnothingthatcanbedone.Ifit'sanycomfort,hewillprobablyremain unconscious and pass away peacefully."

	"Justgoaway,"saidBlaise,histonedefeated."Justleaveusalone."

	With a final apology muttered under her breath, the aging Matron left the Slytherins alone, heading over to another victim. Blaise heaved in a shuddering breath and then shifted his dark, sunken eyes to Draco, opening his mouth to say something. Draco's lips wereslightly agape, too, ready with hundreds of questions, but they were both interrupted before they could speak.

	"Sh-showswhatshefuckingknows."

	Everyone looked down at Theo as he slowly peeled back his lids, his eyes narrow, weak slits, peering up at them from the floor. He swallowed and then choked, more blood leaking out of his mouth and spilling down his chin. His breathing was uneven, wheezing with everyinhale, and his chest bobbed up and down with unhealthy jerks.

	"Remain uncon-unconscious, my arse," he stuttered. "McGonagall better dock herp-pay." "Theo," said Draco, moving closer. "Theo, you okay?"

	It was a stupid question, but Draco didn't realise how stupid it was until it was outthere. "Oh, yeah," replied Theo, still managing to sound sarcastic. "Bloody sp-spiffing."

	HorrorflashedacrossBlaise'sfeatures."Theo,didyouhearwhatelsePomfreysaid?"

	"About me dying? Yeah, th-that part was pretty loud and clear." He somehow managed to tweak his mouth into a pathetic smirk. "F-fucking typical that I have to look at your twougly faces on my deathbed."

	 

	
"Now is not the time your sodding jokes, Theo!" blurted Blaise, suddenly furious."You're fucking dying! Do you understand that?"

	"T-technically, we're all dying," he said, somehow nonchalantly. "I'm just going to b-beatyou all to the finish line, which is p-pretty decent considering I've never won anything before. D- do you think I'll get a medal?"

	"Stop it!" spat Blaise, and his tone reminded Draco of the day Blaise had destroyedapple trees when Lovegood had been missing; rage and grief intertwined. "Stop trying to be fucking funny! This is not funny!"

	"Blaise,"Lunainterjected."Calmdown."

	"No, I will not calm down!" He glared sadly at Theo. "Didn't I tell you? Didn't I tell younot to go after your father? Didn't I-

	"I k-killed my father. My father didn't do this to me." He tilted his head to regardDraco. "Yours did."

	Draco thought he was going be sick. His body rocked forward a little and his spine went so stiff he thought it might fracture, or snap, or whatever it is spines do. Balling his handsinto tight fists and trying to contain his temper, he glanced down at Theo's abdominal wound again and smothered a gag.

	"Myfatherdidthistoyou?"

	"D-don't get all fucked up about it. I think it was...I think it was an accident. I heard himcasta spell, and I think it got d-deflected. The wall fell..." He choked again, but he tried to coverit with a grin. "There go my d-dreams of becoming a river dance champion."

	"Theo,stopit,"hissedoutBlaise."Youshouldn'tbemakingjokesaboutthis."

	"Were you expecting some dramatic and touching last words?" he asked. "Because I-I leftmy speech in my other pocket. Not my l-lucky day, apparently."

	"Theo,"triedDraco."Stopit."

	Hewasstillsmirking."F-fuckinghell,youpairaremiserable.Whodied?"

	Abrief,butverypresentsilencefellupontheirlittlegrouplikeawetblanket;heavyand

	suffocating. Draco felt Granger's hand press harder against his back, rubbing her thumb over one of the dents of his spine, futilely trying to soothe him. He didn't respond to the gesture.He was too trapped by the silence and the situation, anxious to escape one or both of them,but uncertain how. He didn't know what he could say, what he should say, or if he shouldsay anything at all. Apparently Blaise was also at a loss because his lips formed around various words, but none left him, and his eyes darted from Theo's face to his wound, wide and petrified, like a child.

	But it was Lovegood who kicked aside the silence. Leaning forward so she could bettersee Theo, her expression remained distant and her tone naive as she spoke.

	 

	
"Areyouscared?"sheasked,soundingsoeerilyinnocent.

	The mirth drained away from Theo's expression like rain skimming down a window pane.He looked grave now; his brow furrowed and the muscles in his jaw fixed and tense.

	"N-no. No, I'm notscared." Lunafrowned."Whynot?"

	"I'm just d-done," said Theo, feebly shaking his head Blaise's lap. "I'm just...just sick ofit." "Sick of what?" asked Draco.

	"Of this...this p-pathetic excuse for a life. I'm sick of it. I'm sick of being unhappy, but doing nothing to try and be ha-happy. I'm sick of crying out for help and then rejecting anyonewho t-tries to help me. I'm sick of w-wanting things and doing nothing to get them. I'm sick of feeling dis-disappointed, and I'm sick of being a disappointment. I'm sick of not feeling passionate, or excited, or f-fucking anything about anything. I'm sick of being angry, and af- afraid, and sad. I'm sick of pretending that I'm okay. I'm sick of pretending that I un- understand. I'm just s-sick of it all, because all of it's nothing. And it's my fault it's nothing."

	"Yourfault?"echoedBlaise."Whatdoyoumean?"

	"It's like...my life is this c-cage, and from my cage I can see you all being happy, and living, and just being...n-normal. I just sit in my cage and watch you...wondering what it's like.And every now and then, someone will hand me a k-key to unlock my cage, but I never do.

	Because it's my cage. Even though I detest it, it's mine. And people keep giving me keys,andI keep throwing...throwing them away. I'll always throw them away, and I don't even know why." He coughed, spraying blood across Blaise's shirt. "Th-there's your speech, arseholes."

	Onesmall,stubborntearsliddownBlaise'scheek."Youhadus."

	"N-not enough," sputtered Theo, his voice weaker. "N-needed more. Needed myown reason...Never got it. N-never close."

	Draco shifted closer again, carefully placing his hand on Theo's shoulder. "Does ithurt?" "No," said Theo, stifling a whimper. "No, no. It doesn't h-hurt. Just...tired really."

	Theo blinked heavily, and when he reopened his eyes, they were round and terrified, likehe'd finallygraspedtheseverityofhiscondition.Hishandsshotout,graspingthescruffof Blaise's shirt with clawing, desperate fingers. His breathing accelerated, leaving him in fast,

	irregular gasps, and he began to cry. Tears poured down his face in streams, splashingagainst Blaise's knees.

	"P-please don't let them bury me with my father," he begged, his voice small and brokennow. "N-not with any of my family. Please."

	Blaise adjusted himself, cradling Theo's head in the crook of his arm, his face softernow. "Okay. Shh, calm down. It'll be okay."

	 

	
"Please ask 'Dromeda if I...if I can be buried by T-Ted. I think sh-she'd be okay with that.You think she would b-be okay with that?"

	"I'm sure it'll be fine," noddedBlaise. "You p-promise me you'll ask."

	"Ipromise."

	Theo made an awful groaning sound deep in his chest, but he pushed past it and tugged at Blaise's shirt again. "I-I know after our parents got married, we refused to call ourselvesb- brothers, but you were the closest fucking thing I ever had to one."

	"I know," sighed Blaise. "E-even if you are adick."

	Dracowasn'tsureifBlaiselaughed,orsobbed,orbothtothatlastcomment.

	"Draco," said Theo, twisting his head. "I'm glad you...you're not a Death Eater prick tryingto k-kill us all. I'm glad you sorted your...yourself out. I'm g-glad we're...we're..."

	"Friends,"suppliedDraco.

	"S-somethinglikethat,yeah."

	Draco shut his eyes; he was doing everything in his power to keep himself contained and composed, but it was difficult. This was the first time he'd ever really lost somebody he considered...significant, and the weight in his chest was devastatingly heavy and so uncomfortably swollen that it was pushing up into his throat, strangling him. Restrictinghim. Something was in his eyes; tears or sweat, he wasn't sure, but they were stinging like hell.

	Burning.

	Theo released a long breath and leaned back into Blaise's lap, his lids drooping."P-proper tired now."

	"No, wait!" yelled Draco. "Hang on for a bit. Maybe when the potions...Somethingmightwork."

	"No,IthinkI'md-done.Thinkit'sjustgoingtoha-happennow."

	"No,no,no,Theo,justholdon.Comeon,mate.Tellussomeshitjokesorsomething."

	"A j-joke?" he whispered. "Here's one: Th-there were three Slytherins...Three f-fucked up Slytherins. The first f-fell in love with...with the Gryffindor's P-Princess and becameg-good. The second fell in l-love with Ravenclaw's An-Angel and became good, t-too. The third...the third did...n-nothing...b-but...but he tried..."

	There was a prolonged moment of stillness and silence, and then Theo's head lolled lifelessly totheside,hangingoverBlaise'sarm.Hishairfellacrosshisforehead,partiallyshieldinghis

	 

	
open eyes as they stared at nothing. The only thing that seemed to move at all was the blood still dribbling down Theo's chin, slithering down his throat before gathering in the hollowof his collarbone.

	But the rest of Theo was completely still. Locked in time.Dead.Dead.

	Draco sat on the cold floor, gawping at Theo, waiting for him to blink and say something like, "Did I fool you?" or "You two should see your faces." But nothing happened.Nothing. And then, as Draco slowly began to grasp the reality of what had happened, he realised that Theo would never do anything again, and for some reason, that thought killed Draco.

	Theo would never be there again. He wouldn't be anywhere. There would just be a space occupied by his absence. Just a hole without a voice, or a face, or fucking anythingsignature to Theo. Theo was gone. Permanently. Always. And something in Draco snapped.

	As Blaise gathered Theo's body close to his chest and bowed his head, Draco shot up to his feet, charging out of the Great Hall. The world was a cruel blur around him, carrying on like nothing had changed, even though everything had changed. Everything had gone sohorribly wrong. Everything was broken.

	Heburstintoasprint,rushingbyWoodandLongbottom,haulinginanothercorpse.The

	corridor felt like a vacuum; airless and empty. He couldn't breathe, but he kept running.At some point, he must have removed Andromeda's wand from his pocket because it was clutched tightly in his fist, ready and waiting. For what, he didn't know.

	"Draco!"

	Granger's voice, but he didn't stop. He tried to go faster when he realised her thuddingfootfalls were catching up to his. He didn't want her to reach him. She would stop him from doing something stupid, but he needed to do something stupid right now. He needed tobreak something. He needed to watch something explode. He needed a fucking orchestra of chaosto drown out the chaos in his head.

	"Draco!"

	Shit, she was getting closer. On any other day, he would have easily outran her with his long strides, but he was disorientated and breathless. He kept going, ignoring the ache in hislimbs, but then he felt a hand latch onto his elbow and pull him backwards, slowing him down. He tried to shake her off, but her grip was firm.

	"Draco,stop!"demandedHermione."Whatareyoudoing?"

	"Getoffme!"heyelled,refusingtoturnandlookather."Letmego!"

	"Where are you even going? Don't tell me you're thinking about going into the forestand finding the Death Eaters."

	Washe?Hewasn'tevensurehimself.

	 

	
"I don't know! I need to get the fuck away! I need to...I need to dosomething!" "Draco, look at me!" she shouted. He didn't. "I said look at me!"

	When he still refused, she he yanked his elbow again with surprising strength, twisting his body around, and then she grabbed his face, forcing it to angle towards hers. She held him there, her fingers digging painfully into his chin, but he didn't care. Keeping his eyes low, he realised just how shallow and erratic his breathing pattern was, and he doubted his sprintwas solely to blame. No, it was something else entirely. It was rage. He could feel it in his expression, in his blood, everywhere. He felt like he was flammable, and he was simply waiting for something to provide a flame.

	"Get off me," he ground out between his clenchedteeth. "Draco, talk to me. I understand."

	"That's the fucking problem!" he barked, batting away the hand holding his face."Everyone understands! Everyone here has lost someone! Perhaps more than one person! And that means no one understands!"

	"Whatdoyoumean?"sheasked.

	"How many friends have you lost today, Granger? Ten? Twenty?" He shook his headfuriously. "I can count the number of people I give a shit about on one hand! That's all Ihave! That'sallI'lleverhave!Andnowoneofthemisgone!"Hepausedandclenchedhiseyes shut. "He's gone. He's just...gone."

	"I'msorryTheodied,"saidHermione."I'msorryyourfrienddied,Draco."

	Something about her words weakened him, like they'd punched him in the gut andabandoned him on the floor. It all caught up to him then. The lack of sleep, the fighting, the stress...all ofit. He was tried. He was just so bloody tired. In the past few hours, he had felt too manythings; from elation when he'd found Granger, to complete and utter devastation barely two minutesago,andeveryotherconceivableemotioninbetween.He'dexperiencedthemall, andhefeltburdenedbythem,likehecouldactuallyfeeltheweightofthempressingdown on him.

	He was exhausted. Exhausted from experiencing too many emotions and having to carryon with all of this.

	He finally glanced at Granger, and he didn't know if he wanted to lock her in his arms or runin the opposite direction. So he did neither. He stayed where he was. He could feel her concerned eyes on him, studying him closely before she began to approach him, her movements slow and cautious. When she was close enough, she reached up and touched his face, gently brushing her fingers against the ridges of his cheekbones, stroking her thumbs across his lips. He didn't respond in any way. He just let her touch him, feeling everyfeather- soft graze of her skin against his.

	 

	
She was warm, and soothing, and calming, each glide of her fingers like a sedative. Herbreath kissed his face, tingling and cooling, and he felt all that hot, volatile anger slowlyseep out of him, but it was replaced with something so much worse: grief. He knew how to cope with anger, but grief was completely different and a complete stranger to him. An invasive

	stranger,anditfeltlikeitwasswallowinghimwhole.

	"Is this what it feels like?" he asked, his voice quiet now. "Is this...what it feel like tolosesomeone?"

	"Yes," she replied, still touching his face. "This is what it feelslike." "When does it stop?"

	Hermione sighed and leaned up on her tip-toes, kissing his unresponsive mouth withher frowning lips. When she pulled back, she said, "I'm not sure it does stop, Draco."

	Her words smacked him right between the eyes and his head started to hurt. There was a pounding at the back of his eye sockets, making his eyes water, or maybe it was the waterin his eyes that was making his head pound. Either way, they were coming. Tears. Stupid fucking tears. And, Merlin, they were burning, trying to force their way out. Lowering his attention to the floor, he closed his eyes, desperate to force them back inside, or at least hidethem.

	"Draco,"saidHermione,tiltinghischinagain."Ifyouwanttocry,justcry."

	"I will not fucking cry," he growled, keeping his eyes shut. "What does it accomplish?" "Absolutely nothing. But lots of people cry when they lose someone. There's no shame init."

	He briefly wondered why Granger wasn't telling him that everything would be okay, buthe was glad she wasn't. He didn't think he could bear that. He wanted her words to mean something. He wanted her honesty. He wanted her experience, because this was all new to him, and he didn't know what to do.

	Inhaling sharply through his nose, Draco could honestly say he fought with everything hehad to prevent the tears from falling. His mistake was opening his eyes and looking at Granger.

	Hadheresisteddoingthat,hemighthavesavedhimselfsomedignity.

	"I won't tell anyone," whispered Hermione. "If you need to cry because your friend died,thencry."

	And it just burst out of him. He buried his face in Hermione's shoulder and coughed it allout like a sobbing, frightened little boy. He cried for the war. He cried for Granger and himself, because they were here, watching people die. He cried for his father, because he didn't know

	if he had a father anymore. But he cried most for Theo. He cried for his absence. He criedfor the faceless hole.

	He cried until he stopped, but Theo was stilldead. It had accomplished nothing.

	 

	
ChapterEndNotes

	 

	 

	Yes, I know, I'm massively shit. I have a job and shit now. Life's a bitch. And I reallyam very, VERY sorry this has taken me so long. But please don't send me threats or rude demands to update in my reviews. That's not cute. And that's not what the reviews are

	for. They're for feedback. And funnily enough, people being rude to me doesn't makeme update any quicker. It just pisses me off. So stop that. To the people who have shown continuous support and provided genuine feedback, THANK YOU.

	There's not long left to go. Two more chapters (I think), and an epilogue.So yeah...almost finished! Wehey!

	Oh, and I should probably say sorry for this chapter...because...well...Theo. I've hadthis chapter planned from the beginning so I hope it was okay and realistic...death scenes

	make me nervous and I find them hard to write. But yeah, I have my reasons forTheo's death. It's not just a random thing done to piss people off or anything like that. It has a purpose, which will probably be more obvious next chapter, but if people want to ask questions, I'll happily answer them. But yeah...sorry!

	Thanks for reading! Read and reviewplease!Bex

	 

	
Harry

	 

	ChapterNotes

	 

	 

	Just the usual song recs! Paper Route - Calm My Soul, Mumford and Sons - I Gave You All, and Air Traffic - Empty Space. I'm going to say right now that the majority of Voldemort's lines in this chapter are taken from the actual Harry Potter books and arenot mine. Huge thank you to my Beta, Maeghan (occupymalfoysbed on tumblr) for betaing this chapter! Hope you like it!

	 

	 

	See the end of the chapter for morenotes

	 

	 

	"Do you want to help me carry him to the other line?" askedBlaise. Draco blinked and lifted his head.

	He'd been lost in a world of his own then; a dark world which wasn't too far removed from his current reality. The Great Hall was the same dismal, cold, and haunted room it hadbeen before he'd watched Theo die, but now he felt so much more sensitive to the chill in the air

	and the bleak atmosphere. Had it been up to him, he wouldn't have returned to the GreatHall, butHermionehadinsisted,andwhereelsewouldhehavegone?Afterhe'dcalmeddown, he'd scrubbed at his face furiously, determined to remove any evidence of his tears. His face was now red and sore, but at least it wasn't wet.

	Hedidn'twantanyoneelsebutGrangertoknow.

	She'd left him alone for the moment, trying to find Potter and also get some tea to, as sheput it, "make him feel better", but he wished she'd stayed. He hadn't asked her to, but he wished she'd stayed. He thought too much when he was alone, and none of his thoughts were comforting. He would prefer not to think at all.

	"Draco,"saidBlaise."Didyouhearme?DoyouwanttohelpmecarryTheo?"

	He nodded, not trusting his voice. Following Blaise, he returned to the same spot in which he'd watched Theo die, and Theo was still there; bloody, ashen, and unmoving. Miles,Tracy, and Millicent were still stood nearby, sullenly shifting their weight, uncertain what to do.

	Someone had clearly moved Theo; his body was straight and flat on the cold floor, hishead resting on Miles' blood and ash-stained jumper.

	Draco's footsteps faltered and he inhaled sharply, fighting very hard to keep his composure.As he crouched beside Theo, the stench of blood invaded his nostrils, but he suppressed the urge to gag. Carefully, he and Blaise pulled Theo up, each draping one of Theo's armsacross their shoulders before they stood up and slowly began to walk towards the fatality line. Theo was so heavy, a deadweight, but Draco refused to allow his stature to be compromised.

	 

	
Hewouldkeephisbackhisstraight.Ifnothingelse,hewouldkeephisbackstraight.

	"Blaise," said Draco, his tone croaky. "I think...I think we should put him near TonksandRemus."

	Blaisesimplynodded.Apparently,hisvoicehadgivenuponhim,too.

	When they came to where Tonks and Remus lay, they gently lowered Theo down besidethem on a stretcher. Stepping back on his shaky legs, Draco stared at the three bodies despite his

	desire not to. Tonks and Remus seemed paler to him now; more dead, somehow. But Theo...Theo's expression still seemed to have some life in it; his brow was still furrowedin pain and there was still some pink in his cheeks.

	"Do you think he knew that we gave a shit?" blurted Draco. "Do you think he knewthat...that he was important?"

	"Yeah,heknew." "But I never-

	"Youdidn'tneedto."

	Silence again. Everything is always broken up by silence. Punctuated by silence. Silence is nothing, but it's everything, because we hunt for words in silence. We think in silence. Our minds work hard in silence. And yet it's awful. It's empty. It's lonely. Necessarynothingness.

	Blaise sighed and rubbed his eyes, staring hard at Theo. "I keep expecting him to open his eyes, jump up, and say 'You two are so gullible', or something. Seems like the kind of shithe would pull."

	Draco nodded. "He always did have a twisted sense of humour.""IfeellikeIshouldsaysomething,butIdon'tknowwhattosay."

	"He wouldn't have cared for anything sentimental anyway. He would have laughed at youand told you to grow some balls."

	Blaise chuckled. "True. Nevertheless..." The humour fell from his face like rain. "I willsay this to him: Goodbye, Brother."

	Pain tugged at Draco's stomach. He felt sick again, unbalanced, like he was trying to walk steady on a rocking boat. It was hard. Greif was new to him, but it was all he could feel now.It was at his core, and it was consuming. Even in the spare seconds his mind managed todrift to another topic, the grief was still there, like a dark voice constantly whispering in his ear.

	He wanted to say things; wanted to apologise for things he wasn't even sure he'd done.He wanted a conclusion; an ending that was in his control. He wanted to say goodbye, but he couldn't. Blaise had done it, so why couldn't he?

	"Where'sGranger?"askedBlaise.

	 

	
"She and Weasley went to look for Potter. Apparently someone saw him talkingto Longbottom or something."

	"I'm going to find Luna. Maybe try and help with all this... mess. You coming?""No, I want to stay here for a moment," he replied. "I'll come and find you in abit."

	Blaise hesitated for a second and appeared to stop himself from asking Draco aquestion before he quietly left Draco's side and disappeared into the crowd. And then Draco was

	alone. Well, perhaps not alone. Are you considered alone in the company of corpses? That question plagued him until he became aware of Hermione's comforting presence besidehim.

	"DidyoufindPotter?"heasked.

	"No. Can't find Neville either, but Oliver said he was helping him bring in the injured, soI'm guessingHarry'sdoingthesame.Idon'tthinkhewould..."shepausedandloweredhereyes.

	"Youdon'tthinkPotterwouldwhat?"

	"Nothing," she sighed. "I managed to find us sometea." "I told you, I don't want tea."

	"Butitwill-

	"Idon'twantthetea,Granger."

	"Then what do you want?" she asked, frowning. "Tell me what I can do to make thiseasier for you."

	Draco sighed. "Just...keep speaking tome." "What do you want me to say?""Anything."

	Hermione chewed her lower lip with thought. "When I was nine and my Grandmother died, my Mum told me that she was in a better place. I remember thinking about that better place and wondering...if it really is better, then why doesn't everyone just go? Why do peoplestay in this place if there is somewhere better?"

	Dracoslantedhiseyessohecouldseeher."And?"

	"Well, I think I decided that people say things to make you feel better when you lose someone. Sometimes they work and sometimes they don't, but there's comfort thereanyway, isn't there? That someone will lie or invent scenarios to try and help you cope. It shows that people care, and that's all anyone wants, really."

	"Butsomeone'sstilldead."

	 

	
She flinched and glanced at Tonks. "Yes, but you can't do anything about it, and that's probably the hardest part to deal with. But it gets easier, Draco. I promise you, itdoes."

	Draco clenched his eyes shut. Something else was tugging at his stomach now; a different emotion that he couldn't quite place, but he felt like he was unravelling slowly. Something was pushing its way out of him, like a confession. Opening his eyes, he took a deepbreath, and as he exhaled, the words poured out of him.

	"Theo was my first real...friend, I guess. Well, before you really know what friendship is,you form these bonds with people by accident, don't you? Theo and I just clicked. Neither of ushad any siblings or relatives of a similar age, so...it was just us, really. I didn't meet Blaiseuntil First Year, and Crabbe, Goyle, and Pansy were acquaintances that I knew of, but I didn't really know them until Hogwarts."

	Hecoughedtoclearanitchinhisthroat.

	"Theo and I used to play at each other's houses all the time. In hindsight, our fathers were probably taking in part in Death Eater meetings or something, but I would see Theo often; maybeonceaweek.Wewouldmuckaround,getintrouble,youknow,allthatsillyshityou

	do when you're young. When we were about eight, we were messing around in his houseandI broke some ornament of his father's."

	Hestoppedagainandshiftedhisweight.

	"Even when I was that young, I knew that Theo was terrified of his father. I could justsense it. Anyway, I broke this thing and Theo's father was furious. Theo took the blame for me. I don't know why, he just did. His father beat him so bad he had to spend a week in St.

	Mungo's. He told everyone that Theo had nicked his broom and had an accident, but I knewit was bullshit. Theo and I never talked about it; he never explained why he'd taken the blame, and I...I never said thank you, or anything."

	"Sometimes friendship means not having to say anything. Thank yous and apologies can sometimes get lost, but it doesn't mean they're unexpressed," murmured Hermione. "Sowhat happened? I mean, I always remember you being with Crabbe and Goyle. Not Theo somuch."

	"I think when Theo came to Hogwarts, he was so relieved to be away from his father thathe just kept his head down and got on with it. He didn't want to get expelled and have to go home. And you remember what I was like in the younger years. I was always getting into trouble. Theo still came to my house in the holidays, though. And Theo and Blaise were the first people I sought out when Crabbe and Goyle's stupidity got too testing. At the end ofFifth Year when Voldemort...well, you know. When I was getting ready to take the Mark, I guess Theo knew and didn't want anything to do with it, and we just stopped talking. I was too busy fucking everything up to really notice."

	"Draco, I know this may sound quite... ineffectual, but at least you two had the opportunityto reconcile. At least you resolved your differences."

	 

	
He cleared his throat again and averted his eyes to the floor. "Granger, as much as I envyand sometimes loathe your ability to find the positive in everything, I don't...I don't think I'm

	thereyet."

	"Thenwhereareyou?"

	"I don't know," he mumbled, shrugging. "Some...quiet place between denial andanger." Hermione moved around to stand in front of him and then pressed her body into his,

	wrapping her arms around him in a hug so tight it forced the air out of his lungs. One of his armsslowlyloopedaroundherbacktopullhercloser,andtheotherheldthebackofher head, crushing her face against his chest while his fingers toyed with her hair. He wonderedif sheneededthisjustasmuchashim;they'dbothlostpeopletodayandithadcertainlytaken its toll.

	They were both exhausted, too. He estimated it was almost four in the morning and his lids felt heavier than they'd ever felt before. The temptation to simply close his eyes and sleep away the last few hours was remarkably strong, especially in Granger's warm andconsolingembrace.

	Butno.

	Therewouldbenopeacetonight.Notforanyone.

	The chillingly familiar hiss of Voldemort's voice clawed at Draco's and Hermione'seardrums like it had earlier.

	"HarryPotterisDead."

	HermionegaspedandherbodyjerkedoutofDraco'shold.Withawideandpetrifiedstare,

	she scanned the Great Hall, locating Ron and Ginny near the main doors. The siblingslooked as shocked and scared as she felt, and she met Ron's panicked eyes across the room.

	Everything went silent. Everyone had stilled, abandoning whatever they'd been doingto listen intently as Voldemort continued to project his words across Hogwarts' grounds.

	"He was killed as he ran away, trying to save himself while you lay down your lives for him. We bring you his body as proof that your hero is gone. The battle is won. You have lost halfof your fighters. My Death Eaters outnumber you, and the Boy Who Lived is finished. There must be no more war. Anybody who continues to resist, man, woman, or child, will be slaughtered, as will every member of their family. Come out of the castle now, kneel before me, and you shall be spared. Your parents and children, your brothers and sisters will liveand be forgiven, and you will join me in the new world we shall build together."

	Hermione stood there, open-mouthed and frozen to the spot. Her heart was drumming sofast and loud that she could feel and hear it in her head, pumping behind her eye-sockets. Shemust have swayed on her wobbly legs because Draco's hands shot out to grip her shoulders and when she looked up at him, his expression was creased up with concern.

	"Itcan'tbe,"shemuttered."No...Harrywouldn't...It'samistake.Abluff."

	 

	
"Granger, calm downand- "It's a mistake."

	TheconvictioninhertonewassoloudthatDracoverynearlybelievedher.Nearly.

	Grasping his hand, Hermione dragged him along as she rushed to where Ron and Ginny were stood, now discussing something with Luna while Blaise stood quietly at her side. Ginny looked completely tormented and bereft, like she'd actually witnessed Harry's death at Voldemort's hand, and Ron bore the unsettled expression of a man trying to keep himself in line. With one arm draped across Ginny's shoulders, Luna appeared to be offering thesiblings vain words of support, but there was sadness and worry in her demeanor.

	As Hermione shoved her way through the crowd, tears clouded her vision; blurring and burning. Godric, she was scared. And her heart...Her heart. Her best friend...It had to beamistake.

	Pleaseletitbeamistake.

	"Ron! Ginny!" she shouted as she neared them, her voice lost amongst the roaringquestions of everyone in the Great Hall. Everyone seemed to be saying Harry's name. It was all she could hear.

	Harry,Harry,Harry,Harry,Harry.

	"No," she hissed to herself, pushing harder against the crowd to reach her friends.Almost there. "Ginny! Ron!"

	"Hermione!"criedGinny.

	The youngest Weasley rushed forward and Hermione released Draco's hand so she couldmeet her and envelop her trembling body in a tight, desperate hug. She locked eyes withRon over Ginny's shoulder and she hated how hopeless he looked; slumped shoulders and an absent, glazed-over stare, like he was watching the world crumble without actually seeing it. Stretching out her arm, she gently cupped his cheek, frowning as one of his tears trickled across her fingers.

	"It's a mistake," she whispered against Ginny's hair. "It has tobe." Ron sniffed and rubbed his lips together. "What if it's not?"

	"But,Ron-

	"Whatifit'snot,Hermione?"

	Hermione's mouth opened and closed, forming around fickle words of reassurance that she couldn't voice. What if...what if? What if her best friend was dead? What if they'd lost the War? What would happen to them all? The questions ruthlessly ricocheted around her headand she couldn't find answers for any of them. She was speechless. Twisting her head, she looked at Draco, and his face was tellingly furrowed with concern as he silently regardedher.

	 

	
Ginny slowly peeled herself out of Hermione's arms and sleeved away the tears beneathher eyes with a harsh swipe of her arm. "Hermione's right," she said firmly. "It has to be a mistake. Harry would never run away, trying to save himself-

	"I don't believe that," interrupted Ron. "Voldemort's probably just saying that so we doubtour loyalty, but...but Harry might be...I think he's-

	"There's not much sense in maybes," Luna rushed out. "We need to find out what'shappened. It looks like people are starting to head outside."

	Hermione swept her gaze across the Great Hall. People were indeed moving, headingtowards the doors and still murmuring Harry's name between them as they walked; some crying, some offering optimistic encouragement, and others hard-faced and furious. McGonagall was at the front,closelyfollowedbyPomfrey,Trelawney,andSlughorn.Behindthemmarched KingsleyandtheWeasleys,andGinnyandRonfellintostepbesidetheirfamily,exchanging a meager handful of words with their somber parents.

	Hermione hesitated to follow; a part of her wished to remain behind, uncertain if she was prepared to discover if Voldemort's announcement about Harry's death was true. But then Luna reached out and softly squeezed her shoulder, and Hermione began to numbly walk with the others in an almost catatonic state. She felt so small in that moment, like one raindrop in a raincloud. Everyone was speaking, but their voices were so hushed andquiet that they simply sounded like waves of breath rippling between the stone walls.

	Theywereanarmy;adefeatedarmy.Anarmyoffear,dread,anddoubt.

	She felt a warm, comforting hand settle against the bottom of her back and she glanced tothe side to find Draco studying her closely, his mouth twitching with the urge to say something.

	"Granger," he started uncertainly. "Are you...areyou- "I'm frightened," she blurted.

	The muscles in Draco's face softened for a moment and he pressed his hand slightlyharder against the sway of her back. "You're allowed to be."

	"Areyoufrightened?"

	"More...nervous, I think," he replied, sighing. He bent his head so she could better see his eyes and know his next words were honest and sincere. "I won't let anything bad happento you. Do you understand? I won't let them hurt you."

	She tried to smile, but her lips couldn't quite lift at the corners. "I won't let them hurtyou, either. I won't let them near you."

	The fervour and force in her voice knocked Draco speechless for a second, but then he sank his fingers a little deeper into her skin, ghosted a kiss against her forehead, and whispered,"I know you won't."

	 

	
TheycontinuedtowalkwiththecrowdandHermioneabsentlylistenedtotheconstanthum of their shoes thudding across the floor. Or was it her heart thudding in her chest? Were everyone's hearts thudding as loud as hers? She was so frightened. When she looked insideof herself, all she could find was fear. It was everywhere; in every vein, every cell, every fiber

	of her being, and she wanted it go away. She wanted to be brave and face all this with ahigh, bold chin, but she was so tired and so, so scared.

	The distance from the Great Hall to Hogwarts' main entrance was barely a distance at all, butit felt like a mile-long, uphill stretch. As the crowd leaked out of the castle and into the courtyard, Hermione was first struck by the acrid scent of charred wood and smoke. Shewasn't sure how'd she'd missed it before (when she and the boys had returned to Hogwartsfrom the Shrieking Shack), but the air was hazy and choking and her mouth became dry. The sun was rising in the backdrop and its rays pierced through some of the damaged castle's crevices, the light turning grey as it hit the smoke. As she walked with the others, she feltlike there was a certain sense of clarity to the crispness of the atmosphere, but there was nocomfort in it. None at all.

	As she side-stepped a piece of rubble, someone shouted out, "Look over there!" and silence swept across their group as everyone stretched their vision to the far side of the bridge.From the dark clothes, Hermione knew it was the Death Eater Army and she could just make out

	the distant hum of their trampling feet. Behind them, four or five giants followed, their footsteps pounding against the ground and making it tremble. But among the Death Eaters, a figurestoodhigherthantherest,stickingoutofthethrong,andHermionerecognised Hagrid's height and the silhouette of his wild hair. The Death Eaters drew closer and thenshe could see Hagrid was carry something — no — someone in his arms.

	"No!" screamed McGonagall, and it was only then that Hermione realised her fears hadbeenconfirmed.

	Ginny called out. Then Ron. Then her own scream tore out of her throat like cuttingknives."Harry!"

	Her body lunged forward, but she barely made it two steps before a steel arm clampedaround her waist and prevented her. She was yanked backwards, colliding with Draco's strong chest. She struggled in his hold, but then she felt his lips press against her ear.

	"Calmdown,"hewhispered."Keepyourselfsteady,remember?"

	"He's my b-best friend!" she sputtered, trying to break free from his hold. "They killedhim!" "I know you want revenge, but this is not the time-

	"Theykilledhim!"

	"And they will kill you if you charge at them now," he hissed quietly, still restraining her. He wondered briefly if he might be hurting her, but he refused to slacken his grip. "They willkill you. And what the hell would I do then? What the hell would I do without you? I did not

	comeheretowatchyoucommitsuicide."

	 

	
"ButI...they-

	"They killed my friend, too, Granger. And you stopped me from doing something stupid.You can fight me all you like, but I am not letting you go. Would you have let me go?"

	Hermione stopped struggling and bowed her head, watching her tears fall and turn patchesof the dirt darker. She sucked the smoky air in through her teeth and forced tension into her muscles. The grief she felt was suffocating and she struggled to catch her breath, but, slowly, she gathered her wits together and straightened her posture.

	"Okay," she said, swallowing back the knot on her throat. "Okay, I...I won't do anything.Notyet."

	"Not yet," echoed Draco, hesitantly unwinding his arm from around her waist, but heguided her to stand at his side, watching her closely.

	As Hermione came back to reality, she realised Dumbledore's Army was shouting now,hurling abuse at Voldemort and the Death Eaters, who had spread out into a line. The roarsof outrage echoed across Hogwarts' grounds, coming back louder and angrier. The castle itself seemed to quake with their incensed voices.

	"SILENCE!" bellowed Voldemort. He raised his wand and there was a blinding flash oflight and a crash of noise.

	Their mouths continued to move, but only the faintest of hushed murmurs pushed pasttheir lips. They watched on with furious eyes as Voldemort ordered Hagrid to place Harry on the floor at his feet. All of Hermione's grief was forgotten and in its place came this fiery, hotrage.

	"You see?" said Voldemort. "Harry Potter is dead! Do you understand now, deluded ones?Hewas

	nothing,ever,butaboywhoreliedonotherstosacrificethemselvesforhim!"

	"He beat you!" yelled Ron, the silencing spell broken, but Voldemort repeated it andshut them all up again, encasing them in a barrier.

	Suddenly, Hermione was aware of Lucius and Narcissa pushing past the other Death Eatersto the front of the line, stopping not too far from Voldemort. Snapping her eyes Draco, she knew he was watching them. He was completely transfixed on them; his lips pursed and hiseyebrows low. To anyone else who thought to look, Draco appeared poised and collected, but she could see the trepidation clouding his eyes.

	On the other side of the courtyard, Lucius seemed to whisper Draco's name to himself, but Voldemort must have heard because he glanced back at his ally and then scanned Dumbledore's Army until his cold, serpentine eyes settled on Draco. Something dark and unsettling crawled its way up Draco's spine as Voldemort's mouth stretched into acrooked, evil grin, but he tilted his chin high, defiantly. He was determined to confront the man who had wanted him dead with some semblance of pride.

	 

	
"Well, well," sneered Voldemort. "Look who came back from the dead. The youngDracoMalfoy."

	Draco could feel everyone's eyes on him, Death Eaters and Dumbledore's Army, but he kept staring ahead, flicking his glare between Voldemort and his father, trying to gauge the latter's temperament. Granger had been right when she had spoken of his parents back at Tonks' house; Lucius looked fragile and withered, evidently suffering the toxic effects of torture.He had aged a decade in the year Draco had been apart from him.

	But.

	But Draco could tell his father wasn't as mentally damaged as he'd assumed he would be. There was still arrogance in his stance, a certain stoicism in his expression, and, most importantly, there was awareness in his eyes. Lucius knew where he was and what hewas doing, which meant whatever he chose to do (once Draco revealed his loyalties laid with

	Granger and the Order) was his decision, and it would be a decision made with a sanemind. And that made it so much worse.

	As Lucius studied him from the Death Eaters' line, Draco searched him for any indicationof concern, relief, or the slightest hint of paternal compassion, but he found none. All he could identify in the familiar face, so similar to his own, was an odd combination of suspicion anddispleasure.

	"You appear to be confused, young Malfoy! You're on the wrong side!" mocked Voldemort, drawing Draco's attention back to him. "Come now. I will not harm you. You have myword. Come join your parents and stand where you belong."

	Draco didn't move an inch, but he felt Hermione's trembling hand swiftly grasp his andclutchit so tightly that he heard his knuckles crack. Twisting his head, he met her worried, questioningeyesandhefrowneddownather,halfoffendedandhalfbewilderedasher fingers gripped even tighter into his hand, crushing it.

	"Did you honestly think I would leave now?" he asked, his voice hushed becauseof Voldemort's spell.

	Shedraggedherteethacrossherbottomlip."PerhapsIjustneededtoholdyourhand."

	A small, barely-there smile twitched at the corners of his mouth before he lowered his headto peck a brief kiss against her lips. A quiet murmuring of surprise and approval rippled across

	the crowd, but Draco didn't hear it as he squeezed Hermione's hand back. Reluctantly, he returned his attention to his father, who looked ready to split in half with shock and indignation. The sly grin on Voldemort's face stretched a little and he cocked his head toeye Lucius with amusement.

	"It would appear your son has made some new friends, Lucius! Mudbloods andBloodTraitors!"

	Dracostaredhardathisfather,sohardhethoughthiseyesmightbleed.

	 

	
Shaking his head, Lucius' expression shriveled up into harsh scowl, his teeth baredwith disgust. "He is no son of mine," he spat. "Blood Traitor."

	Draco felt something in his chest shatter. That final, fighting delusion that his father just might accept his relationship with Granger gave way like a wall that had been crumblingfor years. And it wasn't just his relationship with Granger that Lucius was refusing to accept.

	Draco knew that his father — his own flesh and blood — was denyinghim. The new him.

	Thebetterhim.

	He forced himself not to react. He'd never cried in front of his father before and he'd be damnedifthismomentwouldbethetippingpoint.Hedidn'tflinch.Didn'tblink.Didn't move. But he felt the pain and betrayal all the same. It hung, unexpressed, in his chest;heavy and hurting, pounding like a pendulum in his heart, but he ignored it.

	"That's that, then," said Draco simply, feeling Hermione's thumb rub soothing circlesagainst his hand.

	He couldn't look at his father anymore. He thought if he did he might shout out or hisfacade might falter. His eyes fell to his mother and the pain weakened slightly as he took in her

	softer features. Had any of the Death Eaters been paying attention to Narcissa, theymight've seen the emotion in her expression, the longing to go to her son, or her mouthing the words,"I love you" to Draco across the courtyard. But no one was looking at her. Not even her ownhusband.

	Draco gave her the subtlest of nods, ensuring the gesture was hardly noticeable so shewould remain safe and free of suspicion. For now.

	"Yet another member of your family to turn traitor, Lucius," goaded Voldemort. "You mustbe so proud."

	"Draco might not have his father's pride," said McGonagall, breaking the silencingspell again. "But he has our pride."

	Dracoglancedappreciativelyattheheadmistressandmadeamentalnotetoexpresshis

	gratitude should he survive this day. Dumbledore's Army had begun to shout out and jeerat the Death Eaters again and Voldemort paced back and forth a few times, frustrated about losing control.

	"Enough!" yelled Voldemort, recasting the silencing spell and then pointing to Harry'sbody tauntingly. "Returning to the matter at hand, I think it's only fair you should all know Harry Potter ran away, trying to save himself, and I..."

	There was movement in the crowd; Draco and Hermione turned their heads just in time tosee Neville burst through the magical barrier, his wand out. He barely made it a few feet before

	hewasdisarmedandthrowntothegroundbyVoldemort.

	 

	
With her hand still tightly clasping Draco's, Hermione listened with baited breath asBellatrix informed Voldemort of Neville's identity, cruelly mentioning his parents with a callous chuckle. Neville climbed to his feet, standing courageously in the no-man's-land between the two armies, and Draco never thought he would find himself so impressed by something Longbottom had done.

	"You're a pureblood," said Voldemort, "And you show bravery and tenacity. You wouldmake a fine Death Eater."

	"I'll join you when hell freezes over!" shouted Neville, and a loud cheer eruptedfrom Dumbledore's Army, breaking the spell yet again.

	"Very well," said Voldemort. "Neville here is now going to demonstrate what happensto anyone foolish enough to continue to oppose me."

	Hermione turned cold as she watched Voldemort raise his wand. Her body rocked forward and she bents her legs, ready to sprint forward and do what she could to help Neville. But when Voldemort flicked his wand, Neville remained unharmed and standing. Instead, she heard a low whistling sound, like something was flying through the air, and she couldonly watch with confusion as the Sorting Hat soared over their heads and landed in Voldemort'shand.

	"There will be no more Sorting at Hogwarts," Voldemort addressed the crowd. "There willbe nomoreHouses.Theemblem,shield,andcolorsofmynobleancestor,SalazarSlytherin, will suffice for everyone. Won't they, Neville Longbottom?"

	Voldemort aimed his wand at Neville then, and Hermione watched her friend's back gostiff and straight. With a fording twist of his wrist, Voldemort levitated the Sorting Hat, and it landed on Neville's head, almost covering his entire face. McGonagall, Dean, and Lee were slowly edging themselves forward, step by step. Hermione reached into her pocket to

	withdraw her wand and she was aware of many in both Dumbledore's Army and theDeath Eaters' Army doing the same.

	Her hand remained fixed in Draco's, just like the night they'd run through the ForbiddenForest before she'd sent him to Andromeda's house. There were moon-shaped dents in hisskin from her fingernails, but she refused to relax her grip. She knew this was the build-upto the inevitable chaos and she wanted to maintain the contact with him for as long as possible.

	An eerie silence had settled in the courtyard. It was too quiet and too still; that deceptive moment of peace before anarchy invades. Voldemort took a step forward, twisted hiswand, and rendered Neville completely still with the Body-Bind Curse. And then, the Sorting Hat burst into flames atop Neville's head.

	It took approximately two seconds for Hermione to comprehend what had just happened,but Neville's scream slashed though the air like a dart, and all of Dumbledore's Army seemed to surge forward like one furious wave.

	Butthenadifferentsoundjoinedthecourtyard.Severaldifferentsounds,actually.

	 

	
A racket of new screaming voices and stamping feet echoed across Hogwarts' grounds,coming from the boundary of the school; out of sight, but approaching quickly. As Hermione whipped her head around to try and establish from which direction the stampede wascoming, she saw Grawp, trudging his way around the ruins trying to get to Hagrid. Voldemort's giants howled and ran at Grawp, and then Hermione heard hooves cantering across the ground, combined with the snapping sounds of bows and the hiss of arrows soaring through the air.

	The centaurs aimed their arrows at the Death Eaters, and Hermione watched as fourblack- robed figures collapsed, dead, while the others panicked and dispersed.

	Duringallofthismayhem,mostofDumbledore'sArmyhadstoppedintheirtracks.

	Hermione and Draco were perhaps thirty feet away from the Death Eaters — still handin hand — watching everything unfold with wide eyes.

	Amongst the ear-shattering noise and chaos, Hermione's attention was again drawn toNeville when he suddenly shifted, breaking the Body-Bind Curse. The Sorting Hat fell from his head and Hermione squinted when something silver inside caught the light and glistened. Now

	everyone seemed to be staring at Neville as he held up the Sword of Gryffindor and swiftly lunged forward, decapitating Nagini with such a quick slice that Hermione wondered if ithad been a trick of the light.

	Voldemort's deafening cry ricocheted around Hogwarts like a siren as Nagini's detachedhead spun in the air and then landed with a thud near his feet. Enraged, he aimed his wand at Neville, but Hermione watched dumbfounded as the spell rebounded off a Shield Charm, which she knew Neville hadn't cast himself.

	ThenHagrid'svoiceroseabovethepandemonium—"HARRY.WHERE'SHARRY?"

	Hermione's eyes snapped to where Harry's body had been, only to find an empty spacewith no indication that he had ever been there at all. Frantically, she scanned the courtyard, hunting for him amongst the scattered Death Eaters, but he was nowhere to be seen.

	"Where is he?" she mumbled toherself. "What?" asked Draco. "Where's who?" "Harry. Where is he?"

	Her voice was blanketed by the sounds of beating wings as Buckbeak and a flock ofThestrals swooped down from the sky, pecking and kicking at the Death Eaters. A spell flew past her face, the wind of it grazing her cheek, and it jolted her back into action. Raising her wand,

	she began firing jinxes and curses at the Death Eaters, and she could see most of Dumbledore's Army doing the same, including Draco, but the warring giants wereforcing everyone to retreat back to the castle.

	"Come on, Granger!" shouted Draco, yanking her withhim. "But where has Harry gone?"

	"Weneedtostaywiththeothers!"

	 

	
DeathEatersandDumbledore'sArmyalikeheadedbackintoHogwarts,shovingand ramming each other, launching spells at their enemies, and many tumbling to the floor. The crowd was so thick and frantic that Hermione found herself wedged between several sets of shouldersassheandDracoapproachedHogwarts'mainentrance.ShecouldfeelDraco's handslowlyslippingoutofhersastheywerebuffetedindifferentdirectionsbythehorde, but she kept holding on, stabbing her fingernails deep into his skin to get a better grip andhis nails stabbed her back.

	Butsheknewtheyweregoingtoberippedapart.

	Lifting her scared eyes to meet his, they managed to steal a fleeting moment of eyecontact and understanding before she felt his hand slide out of hers. She watched with horror as Draco fell down, lost amongst the sea of people in an instant.

	"Draco!"shecalled,buttherewastoomuchnoise."DRACO!"

	Futilely, she tried to push her way backwards, still screaming his name, but the crowdcarried her into Hogwarts and to the Great Hall.

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	Draco grimaced as the crowd passed over him, their shins and knees knocking his bodyand face and their feet stamping on his hands. He'd managed to land on all fours, but it was

	impossible to push himself up, so instead he tried to crawl, bearing the brunt of countless kicks as he sought space. Somehow, he found room to move, and as the sea of legs eased,he pushed himself up, leaning against a wall to catch his breath. Ignoring his bruised abdomen, he tucked himself into a shallow alcove and examined his surroundings.

	"Granger!"heyelled,buthecouldn'tseeheranywhere."GRANGER!"

	There were barely any people left in the courtyard now; the giants continued to wrestlewith Grawp and the thestrals, the vibrations of their thunderous quarrel shifting the dirt. From Draco's hidden position near the main entrance, he could hear the battle continuing in the Great Hall and see flashes from spells dancing across the walls. The fight itself was out of sight, but Draco waited for the final, straggling Death Eaters to disappear inside before he headed towards it.

	But as he rounded the corner and caught a glimpse of the anarchy contained within, hiseyes were drawn to the side, and they clashed with a cold, grey pair of eyes that were almost identical to his own. Lucius had apparently been lingering in the shadows, waiting for him, and Draco tightened his fist around his wand.

	 

	
ChapterEndNotes

	 

	 

	(a very long) a/n: Yeahhhhh. So I'm really slow at updating...I'm really sorry. It's beena busy few months. But on the bright side, the dramione meet-up was AWESOME. So hello to Anu, Wirda, Erika, and Ashley and thanks for being so lovely and cool and I

	hope we can meet up again soon! And thanks to the people who watched our videosand liked our pictures etc.!

	ThankyoufortheAMAZINGresponsetothelastchapter.Ihavenowordstoexpress my gratitude and I am so happy most of you seem to love Theo as much as I do! Iposted on my blog that (after iso is done) I will be doing an iso-related fic about some of the

	other characters' lives and thoughts in iso, and Theo's character will be exploredsome more in that.

	Yeah as I said in the first a/n, most of Voldy's lines in this aren't mine and are fromthe original text. And you've probably noticed this chapter REALLY closely follows the

	chapter in the book, so I hope it wasn't boring...Also, I've decided I want to add acouple more scenes to iso, so I'm adding another chapter, so there will be two more chapters

	after this one, and then the epilogue, so yeah...my prediction about how manyremaining chapters there would be was wrong.

	Sorry for the long author's note and I hope you enjoyed the chapter! And again,really sorry about the slow update.

	Bex

	 

	
Mercy

	 

	ChapterNotes

	 

	 

	Just the usual song recs! The Dear Hunter - Son and Father and Barcelona -Response. Huge thank you to my Beta, Maeghan (occupymalfoysbed on tumblr) for betaing this chapter! Hope you like it!

	 

	 

	See the end of the chapter for morenotes

	 

	 

	HermionecouldonlywatchasMadamPomfreyandseveralotherscarefullylevitatedthe deadandusheredtheinjuredtotheantechamberbehindtheHighTable,outofharm'sway. As the final body, Colin Creevey, disappeared behind the door, the wave of Death Eaters flooded into the Great Hall and began attacking anyone and everyone they could. It was then she noticed Charlie Weasley, Madam Rosmerta, and Ambrosius Flume nearby, and as she scanned the room, she noticed hundreds of other new fighters, mainly family members of her fellow students and the residents of Hogsmeade. And then, from the entrance hall, a swarmof House-elves stormed in, led by Kreacher.

	The Death Eaters were outnumbered now. There must have been at least three Hogwarts defenders to each Death Eater, but victory was far from certain; their repertoire of Dark Magic was an issue. Dark spells erupted and crackled all around her like roguefireworks.

	Regardless,Dumbledore'sArmyappearedtohavetheupperhand,andevenVoldemort

	himself seemed to know this, his serpentine features stretched with panic and his eyesdarting around the room. But still, he fired curses in every direction possible, bringing down two Hogwarts defenders with one awful blast of his wand.

	In her peripheral vision, Hermione saw a shift in the room; McGonagall, Slughorn, and Shacklebolt all seemed to change direction at once and move through the crowd towards Voldemort. Lifting her head and trying to make sense of the bedlam in the hall, she noticed Ron, Neville, and Katie Bell at the back battling Dolohov. Nearby, Lee and Seamus were tackling Goyle's father, and not too from them she could see Blaise, Miles, and Deanfighting with Rookwood. As her eyes scanned the area, she locked eyes with Narcissa on the other

	side of the room, but the older witch looked away to recommence her duel with Macnair. Some Hogwarts defenders close by glanced at her with mixed expressions of surpriseand respect, but everyone was too busy fighting for their lives to pay her too much heed.

	"Watchout,Hermione!"

	She ducked instinctively, and a hot curse singed the tips of her curls. Spinning around, she aimed her wand and stunned Jugson before he could try again. Turning, she nodded herhead in thanks to Fred for warning her, but then he and George were preoccupied with defeatingRowle.

	 

	
Hermione looked this way and that, overwhelmed by all the duels going on aroundher. Where should she begin? Which Death Eater should she attempt to tackle first?

	Behind her, there was a grunt of pain, followed by the unmistakable, sinister chuckle of Bellatrix. Hermione whipped around to see Luna wiping blood off her chin and raising her wand at Bellatrix, who was also dueling Ginny. With a smug look on her face, the darkwitch shot a curse at Ginny and then another at Luna. Both managed to deflect the spells, but Bellatrix was so quick that they barely had a chance to retaliate with offensive magic.

	Hermione didn't hesitate; she maneuvered through the crowd toward them. Thatever-present voice of reason in her head warned her that using Bellatrix's own wand against her would be problematic, but, for once, she ignored that voice. Her friends needed help and, although she might deny it if asked, there was a tug of revenge in her gut pulling her towards Bellatrix.

	Fuelled by resentment and loathing that had been festering inside of her since the night Bellatrix had tortured her to within an inch of her life, Hermione could feel the heat ofher anger in her cheeks.

	SheliftedBellatrix'swandasifitwasherownandnarrowedhereyes,battle-ready.

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	DracotappedAndromeda'swandagainsthislegandcockedhisheadtotheside.

	He hadn't realised it until now, but at some point he had grown taller than his father.Perhaps he had revered his father so much that he had just always seemed bigger and moreimpressive. Draco had also never perceived his father as old, but there was silver stubble lining Lucius' jaw and hints of grey streaking through his blond hair now. He looked very

	different, but it didn't make it any easier. A small part of Draco just wanted to turn andrun and avoid this confrontation altogether.

	Lucius remained silent. He was eyeing up Draco like he was a stranger who had wandered into his territory, with suspicion and animosity. His wand was out, but, like Draco, he keptit at his side in a tight fist, ready if needed. Pacing back and forth a couple of times, but never looking away, he reminded Draco of a caged dragon, debating whether the person on the

	othersideofthebarswaspredatororprey.

	Dracostoodstill,tappingAndromeda'swandagainsthislegagainwithimpatience.The

	distance between them was small — perhaps only fifteen feet — but it felt like so much more than that. The last time Draco had seen his father had been during his trial just after fifthyear, which meant that it had been almost two years since they'd been in the same room together.

	 

	
And it felt like two years. More, in fact. Draco felt like he had experienced enough intwo years to fulfill a lifetime.

	In those two years, Draco had almost murdered a man, been presumed dead, hiddenaway from the world to avoid being killed, battled his prejudices, fallen in love with a one-time enemy, met family members he had never known before, fought in an ongoing war, and watched his friend die.

	It was no wonder Lucius was regarding him like a stranger; he was one. Even his fifteen- year-old self would never be able to comprehend who he had become in the last twoyears. How could Lucius even begin to grasp the choices he had made? And, in turn, how could Draco ever begin to grasp the choices that Lucius had made?

	They were miles apart. There was no loyalty, no empathy, no love...not even the faintesthint of understanding on either side.

	However, there was a niggling, persistent tug of nostalgia pulling at Draco, but it wasquiet and fading. All he could truly connect with was the ever-growing bitterness, swelling up

	inside of him like a tumor. His mother had managed to find a way out and assist theOrder, but Lucius had never even tried. That was what pained Draco the most. A father should always fight for his son, but Lucius had not tried. He had just stood there like a passive

	bystander, accepting whatever Voldemort had demanded or inflicted without any attemptto fight it.

	And he had killedTheo. He had killed Theo.

	When Lucius finally spoke, Draco was certain that he had bruised his leg fromtapping Andromeda's wand against it so much.

	"You'resupposedtobedead."

	"Sorry to disappoint you," said Draco calmly. "Your welcome home party isshit." "Shut up!" growled Lucius. "What the hell do you think you are doing, boy?"

	"Do not call me boy! You have evidently made the decision that I am no longer ofany consequence to you. Why should I tell you anything?"

	"Youowemeanexplanation- "I owe you fuck all!"

	"Don'tyoudareusethatkindoflanguagewithme,boy!"

	"I am NOT your boy!" yelled Draco furiously. "I am not your anything anymore! Youmade that call about ten minutes ago in front of everyone! Remember?"

	 

	
Lucius inhaled sharply through his nostrils, his nose wrinkled with disgust. "What the helldid you expect when you showed up here with that...thing and kissed it in public like it'sacceptable?"

	"Her name is HermioneGranger." "Spare me the repulsive details."

	Draco clicked his tongue and looked his father up and down. "So, what the hell happenedto you? You look like shit. You've obviously been tortured by your oh-so-wonderful leader-

	"I was punished for the mistakes that you made!" he shouted. "The Dark Lord had topunish me because you failed to accomplish-

	"Hadtopunish?Areyou—Doyouevenhearyourself?Howfuckedupisyourhead?"

	"My head? You disappear for a year and then come back from the dead with that vermin attached to your arm and fighting for the bloody Order, and you have the nerve toquestion my sanity?"

	"Hername,"hissedDraco,"IsHermioneGranger."

	"So that's where you've been for the last year? Living in a fucking Muggle house withthat- "No, I was here! I was at Hogwarts, and then I stayed with Andromeda-

	Lucius' dry, dark chuckle cut him off. "Ah, that explains it. Your mother's mentalsister. Should have guessed it was one of her unfortunate relatives that brainwashed you."

	"She was a better parent to me in a few months than you have been in the last fewyears!" "Don't be so dramatic. Grow up!"

	"I have grown up and you took NO part in it!" Draco's voice bellowed so loudly it hurt his own ears. "Did you not even think to question Voldemort after you found out he had threatened to kill me? And mum? Did you try to find out what had happened to me afteryou heard I was dead? Did you, for one sodding moment, give a fuck?"

	LuciusswitchedhiswandtohisotherhandandDracowatchedthegestureintently.The

	battle roaring in the Great Hall had distracted him a couple of times; several familiar raised voices had caught his attention and the grip on his wand had slackened slightly. He neededto stay alert. His father's movements and behaviour were too erratic for him to be careless.

	"My son died," said Lucius crisply. "I did my mourning. As far as I'm concerned, my sonis still dead."

	Each word was like a dart, but Draco didn't flinch. "Then what the hell amI?" "You are nothing," he spat. "No son of mine would touch a Mudblood."

	 

	
"HernameisHermioneGranger!"

	"Iknowherfuckingname!IwastheonewhoidentifiedherattheManor!"

	Draco clenched his jaw and stole a second to compose himself. He was nearly shakingwith fury. But no. No. He had an advantage: information.

	"You didn't help Granger." It was a statement, not aquestion. "Of course I didn't."

	"Butmotherdid.MumtriedtohelpGranger."

	Luciusdidn'tevenattempttoconcealhisshock."Whatareyoutalkingabout?"

	"You heard me. I've got news for you, father; both your son and your wife are herefighting with the Order. And she tried to help Granger-

	"You'relying-

	"SheusedLegilimencyonGrangerandsawustogetherandshetriedtohelpheratthe

	Manor. And then, when she realised I was alive, she went to Snape — who was alsoworking for the Order, by the way — and asked to help-

	"Narcissawouldnot-

	"And she knew that I was with Granger and she didn't care. Your own bloody wifeabandoned you because she knew how deranged you'd become!"

	Lucius'lefteyetwitched."No,Iwouldhaveknown-

	"You would have known nothing! You are oblivious, father!" He paused to catch hisbreath; his chest was heaving. "Don't you get it? You. Are. Alone."

	"Shutup!"

	"I WILL NOT!" screamed Draco. "Mum left you because she knew you would disown me when you found out about Granger! She knew you would turn your back on your ownflesh and blood, all because of your mindless devotion to that fucking creature you call a Lord!"

	A fleeting look of panic flashed in Lucius' eyes. "She would never betray me," hewhispered to himself.

	"You sure about that? You don't look sure." Perhaps it was cruel to taunt, but Draco was beyond caring. "Do you honestly think for a second that Mum would choose Voldemortover me? Her own son? No! Because she's not like you!"

	"Shewouldn't."

	 

	
"Why?" snapped Draco. "Because you're her husband? Because of loyalty? Where the hell was your loyalty to us when you brought Voldemort into our lives? What the fuck wereyou even thinking getting us involved with that? You put him before us!"

	The brief flicker of doubt that had stolen Lucius' features disappeared and in its place returned a cold, loathing expression. He was incensed, but there was also...emptiness.A chilling sort of vacancy, like any final, tenacious light inside of Lucius had been extinguished. "I don't recall hearing either of you complain."

	"IwasfifteenandI-

	"Yes, and now you're seventeen and a Blood Traitor. And not just a Blood Traitor,"sneered Lucius. "A fucking Mudblood lover."

	"That's right," said Draco, nodding his head firmly. "I do loveher." "Oh please-

	"And you can stand there and deny me all you want, but I am still yourson- "You are not-

	"I am still a Malfoy, and the only Malfoy heir." With each word, Draco could see hisfather's face becoming more and more overrun with rage, but he carried on. "And I am telling you

	now,Lucius,thatallofthisMalfoyPurebloodbrainwashingbullshitendswithme."

	Lucius'nostrilsflaredandhislipspeeledback,baringhisgrindingteeth,buthedidn'tspeak.

	"Do you hear me?" pushed Draco. "All the hatred and lies that have been passeddown through the Malfoy generations are done. Finished."

	Draco was so lost in his rant that he didn't notice his father's wand twitch tellingly inhis trembling fist.

	"And when all this is over," Draco continued, "And you're rotting in some lonely cell in Azkaban, I hope you have a fraction of your sanity left so you know that it was your sonwho broke the chain! And that in the outside world, I keep the Malfoy name! And that if you have any grandchildren, they will probably be Half-bloods!"

	Apparently, that comment was too much for Lucius. Like a struck match, he was alive and dangerous in an instant, seething with ire and snapping out his wand arm to aim directly at Draco's chest. But Draco was quick to react. The adrenaline was pounding so hard in hisears that he didn't catch the incantation spitting out of his father's mouth, but it didn't matter;Draco raised his wand just in time to disarm Lucius with a fast Expelliarmus. His father'swand — still hot and charged — landed in his ready hand, and then he rushed forward, firinga spell to pin Lucius against the wall.

	Marchingtowardshimwithlong,stampingstrides,Dracograbbedthescruffhisfather's Death Eater robes and forced their faces close, so Lucius had no choice but to look him inthe eye. Draco's heart was like a stampede in his chest, loud and hammering so hard that he felt

	 

	
like his bones vibrated with it. It took Draco a moment to gather himself; he was panting violently and he couldn't tell if it was from the haste of the last two minutes or becausehe was so furious.

	"Whatspellwasthat?"hesputteredbetweengaspingbreaths."WasthatanAvada?"

	Lucius snarled back at him, and Draco noticed the blood on his teeth; he looked like he was biting down hard on his tongue. Taking a step backwards, he released Lucius' robes and allowed the spell to hold him firmly against the wall. The tip of Lucius' wand was stillglowing with the residue of the incomplete spell, and the fading light was green, but not the deep, thick green of the Killing Curse. With his other hand, he raised Andromeda's wandand aimed it at his father's, mumbling, "Prior Incantato."

	A moment later and Draco spun back around to face Lucius with an eerilycomposed expression. "Really? A Memory Charm?"

	Luciusremainedsilent.

	"And apparently quite a strong one," said Draco. "Strong enough to give me braindamage and see me as a permanent resident at St. Mungo's, by the looks of it. Your wand is stillwarm."

	Stillnoresponse.

	"Youweregoingtoerasemymemorycompletely,weren'tyou?Youweregoingtoeraseme."

	Lucius still refused to utter a word and Draco's cool facade cracked. Lunging forward, hefisted his hands tighter into his father's robes, pulled him forward, and then slammed hisbody hard back against the wall.

	"Speak!"heyelledinhisfather'sface."Saysomething!"

	Lucius grunted, but slowly lifted his head and glared at Draco with thin, terrible eyes."Better no Malfoy bloodline at all than an impure one."

	For the second time that day, Draco felt the threat of tears sting the backs of his eyes, but, unlike the last, these would not fall. They were angry, searing tears that hurt to hold in,but hold them in he did. That was it then; the final — and it really was this time — blow. No

	more little boy hopes for some chance of reconciliation. It was all just...gone. Lucius'sanity and rationality, Draco's respect and admiration, their relationship as father and son...all of

	thesethingsweregone.Forgood.

	Buthefeltnoloss.Nolongingorhopeanymore.Notahint.Insteadwhatpuncturedthe

	surface of his being was that familiar and almost comforting bite of rage. It came to him in a calm and steady wave, warming his face and cooling everywhere else. He grasped hisfather's robes again. Tighter.

	"DidyoukillTheo?"

	Luciusseemedthrownbythesuddenquestion."Whatdidyou-

	 

	
"DIDYOUKILLTHEO?"hescreamed.

	A chilling glint of comprehension invaded his eyes and his upper lip curled backwith disdain. "Theodore Nott got in the way."

	Draco inhaled sharply. "In the way of the falling wall? Oryou?" "Me," said Lucius without hesitation or regret.

	Draco exhaled, but his chest felt tight and constricted. For a moment he thought he was suffocating.PainfulflashbacksofTheodyingonthecoldGreatHallfloorpenetratedhis

	mind, attacking like nightmares that had come to life and were playing out before him.His eyes clenched shut. Darkness was better than those memories.

	He was sweating and trembling with the effort that comes with exercising restraint; he wanted so badly to punch his father, but there seemed no point or dignity in that. And ifhe punched Lucius once, he wasn't sure he'd be able to stop. His eyes opened.

	"Why?"

	Lucius licked his bloody teeth. "Why? Because I saw that ungrateful little bastard killhisfather."

	Draco felt nauseous; the acidic burn of vomit scorched his throat and his vision blurred atthe sides. He didn't know what to say. Words came and went without registering, and he couldn't cling to one specific thought in his shambolic brain.

	Buthehadknown.

	Somehow, on some level, he had known (or at least anticipated) that Theo's death hadbeen intentional. An accident would have been too easy. Too fair. And, as Draco had long ago learned, things were rarely easy or fair. As Theo had once said years ago: Life's a bitch and then you die.

	"Tell me," said Lucius casually, cutting through Draco's thoughts. "Do you intend toimitatehim?"

	"What?"

	"Do you intend to mimic what he did?" he asked. "Did you two make some patheticBlood Traitor pact together to kill your fathers? "

	He thought about it. He really did. A flashback of Theo struck him like lightening; hisfriend sitting across the table and asking, "Do you think you could kill your father?" Draco had known the answer back then and he knew it now. He remembered he had told Theo, "I'd do what was necessary."

	"No," said Draco shaking his head regretfully. "Believe me, a part of me wishes that Icould, but...but I'm not like you. I'm not a murderer."

	 

	
"Thenwhatexactlydoyouintendtodowithme?"

	Draco didn't respond. Instead, he lifted his father's wand again, grasping it with bothhands, and snapped it. Or at least tried to. The wood was too strong to break it in half completely, but it was cracked and splintered, hanging limply like a broken arm. Unusable. Tossing it

	overhisshoulder,Dracoreturnedhiseyestohisfather'senragedones.

	"You were right about one thing," he said slowly. "I am not your son. Notanymore." Lucius' left eye was twitching again.

	"But everything else you ever told me...about Muggle-borns and Muggles and everything,it was all lies. And you...you killed my friend..."

	Dracosighedandtookafewstepsback,andwithaflickofAndromeda'swand,hereleased

	the spell fixing Lucius to the wall. His father seemed momentarily stunned by the gesture,but his bitter, livid expression quickly fell back into place.

	"If you go in the Great Hall now, you will be killed or apprehended before they send you to Azkaban," said Draco, his tone deceptively steady. "And I can assure you that should yougo to trial, I will be there to help make sure that you are locked up for good-

	"Yousnivellingpieceof-

	"I wasn't finished!" he barked. "I don't need you in my life. I don't want you in my life. Ihave people.IhaveGranger,andmother,andBlaise,andDromeda.Butyou?Youhavenoone, and that's exactly what you deserve."

	Lucius'nostrilsflaredandheshiftedhisfeetanxiously.

	"I want you to leave," said Draco firmly. "I don't ever want to see you again. I want youto disappear. I want you to...erase yourself from my life."

	"And where exactly do you expect me to go?" askedLucius. "I don't care. You're nothing to me anymore."

	With one final, hard glare at the man he would never again call father, Draco spun on hisheel and sprinted towards the Great Hall. Behind him, Lucius was screaming, demanding that he return, but Draco kept running. He was done. So completely and utterly done. As the soundsof the battle ricocheted around the hall and drowned out Lucius' voice, something told Draco that he would never hear his voice again.

	Buthedidn'tlookback.

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	
.

	Hermionewasintrouble.Realtrouble.

	Bellatrix's wand was being far more disobedient than she'd anticipated; even castingshields wasproblematic.Unabletofullydefendherself,shehadalreadyacquiredablackeyeanda

	few bleeding gashes from Bellatrix's relentless spells, and she hadn't even had a chance yetto attemptanysortofattack.Bellatrixwasfartoofastandskilledevenagainstthethreeof them. With experience and power on her side, she was practically untouchable.

	With a slash of her new wand, Bellatrix caught Luna right in the stomach and sent herflying backwards about twenty feet away. Cackling to herself with unmitigated glee, she then whipped around and hit Ginny with a spell that seemed to knock the wind out of her completely, and Hermione could only watch as her friend's eyes rolled back into her head

	beforeshecollapsedtotheground,unconscious.

	And then, in what felt like slow motion, Bellatrix turned to Hermione, flashing her jaggedteeth with a depraved, sinister smirk. Hermione's breath was wedged somewhere betweenher mouth and lungs, choking her, but she forced herself to recover quickly. Standing as tall and proud as she could, she met Bellatrix's stare head-on and prepared herself for whatever wascoming.

	"Silly little Mudblood," snickered Bellatrix in that scratching, high-pitched voice ofhers. "Did you honestly think you could defeat me with my own wand?"

	Hermione's voice failed her between the heavy heaves of her chest and the fear she felt. She tried to resist, but her thoughts dragged her back to her final confrontation with Bellatrixback at Malfoy Manor. The Mudblood scar on her arm suddenly felt very prominent and inflamed.

	But still, determination kept her blood pumping, and — in what was arguably areckless move — she fired a Stunning Spell.

	Effortlessly, Bellatrix deflected it and retaliated with a curse that struck Hermione directlyin her chest and caused what felt like an electric shock to course throughout her body. It hurt

	like hell, and Hermione released a scream as she sank to her knees. When she lifted herhead, Bellatrix looked like a giddy schoolgirl, laughing with delight.

	"Aw, the Mudblood fell down," she said, pouting with contrived concern. "So sad. So tragic.I wonder how poor, little Draco will react when he discovers I killed you. That was quite the

	showyoutwoputonoutside.Ialwaysknewhewasuseless."

	Hermione gritted her teeth and tried to stand, but Bellatrix shot the same curse ather. "Stay down!" yelled Bellatrix. "You will not escape from me this time."

	As Bellatrix angled her wand, Hermione could only kneel there speechlessly and wait forwhat she assumed was the Killing Curse. Dry-mouthed and gasping, she was tempted toshut

	 

	
her eyes, but she didn't, even when Bellatrix's lips began to part for the incantation. Butshe never managed to actually speak.

	Like an eclipse, everything suddenly went dark, but it wasn't darkness at all. There was a body clothed in black robes blocking her sight of Bellatrix, standing between them like a strong, defiant wall. Craning her neck, Hermione tried to see who it was, realising firstthat her saviour was a woman. She thought it might be McGonagall, but she then noticed the

	blonde hair carefully confined in a neat bun that was only slightly tousled from today's events, and she knew it was Narcissa. Peeking out from behind Narcissa's robes,Hermione managed to catch the flicker of shock that crossed Bellatrix's warped features.

	"Cissy, what are you doing?" she asked, sounding almost exasperated. "Get out of theway.""No."

	Bellatrix's eyebrows hitched up. "What do you mean,'No'?" "I'm not moving, Bella. You will not harm her."

	"Why? Because your little darling Draco turned and found himself a Mudblood girlfriend? How fucking precious." She scoffed. "I always knew the boy was useless. Insolent,patheticbrat."

	Narcissa took a daring step forward, her heel stamping hard against the floor. "Be very careful how you speak about my son, Bella," she spat through gritted teeth. "Verycareful."

	Bellatrix's mouth twitched with distaste. "Perhaps you should be careful about how youspeak to me, Cissy."

	Silence followed, and in that silence, tension crackled between the sisters like a wayward firework ready to explode. Tentatively, Hermione rose to her feet and met Bellatrix's dark, dilated eyes over Narcissa's shoulder. The Death Eater looked calmly crazed, like astretched string on the verge of snapping, and, as futile as it was, Hermione toyed with Bellatrix's crooked wand, clenching it in her clammy palm, just in case. Something changed inBellatrix's demeanour, and then she started laughing; a low, merciless chuckle that sounded

	likerippingsilk.

	"Sothat'showitis,Cissy?"

	"Itdoesn'tneedtobe,Bella,"saidNarcissa.

	"Oh, I think it does." She widened her stance. "Last chance, little sister.Move.""No."

	Asecondlater,HermionewasblindedbytheshineofNarcissa'sShieldingCharm.A

	formidablecursepouredoutofBellatrix'swandtryingtopuncturetheprotectionspell,and

	Hermione could see it cracking under the pressure. Narcissa groaned with exertion, but itwas all for nothing; Bellatrix surged more power into her spell and struck her sister so hard that

	shewasflungsideways,smackingherheadagainstawallandthencrumplingtotheground.

	 

	
With closed eyes and a small trickle blood seeping out of Narcissa's ear, Hermione assumed the worst and tried to run over to help, but she barely managed a step before Bellatrix fireda spell at her. It caught her arm and she yelped as the hot curse scorched the exposed skin just above her wrist, rousing a patch of painful blisters across the burned area.

	"Stay where you are," said Bellatrix, licking her chapped her lips. "Let's continue, shallwe?" "What the hell is wrong with you?" blurted Hermione. "She's your sister!"

	"I'velearnednottotrustmysisters."

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	Draco was sprinting through the Great Hall, ducking and dodging out of the way of several hexes and curses that threatened to knock him off course. Or worse. He'd seen Bellatrixknock out his mother and that was why he had started running, but now he could see his malicious aunt taunting Hermione and it made his legs move that much quicker. He had no idea what he intended to do once he reached them; he was hardly going to be able to reason with Bellatrix, but still, he ran. He ran so fast his legs felt detached from the rest of hisbody and his heart felt like it was where his Adam's apple should be.

	Hermione's back was to him and he could see Bellatrix sneering coldly at her, twirling her wand mockingly. Raising Andromeda's wand, Draco was ready to hurl a spell, but Bellatrix spottedhimbeforehecouldevenutterasyllableoftheincantation.Sheretaliatedwitha quick flick of her wand, and Draco felt ropes coil around his body so tight that he wascertain she had bruised a few of his ribs.

	"Draco!"heheardHermioneshout.

	Like a caught fish, Bellatrix dragged him towards her across the uneven floor, bits ofsharp stone slicing into his skin and snagging his clothes. His foot connected with a protruding

	brick and he felt something near his ankle rip; a muscle or a tendon. Either way, it wasagony. When Bellatrix stopped hauling him forward, Hermione appeared and knelt as his side, frantically tearing at the ropes with her hands as she mumbled incantations under her breath that seemed to weaken their grip on his body.

	"Don'tstruggle,"shesaid."It'llmakethemtighter."

	He managed to grasp one of her trembling, busy hands. "Run,Granger.""What?"

	 

	
"Run.I'lldistracther."

	Hermione squeezed his hand back and then released it so she could continue to rip awayhis restraints. "I'd rather run with you than walk alone."

	"Granger, please," he groaned. "Just run. Run before she- "Don'tbefoolish,Draco.Shewouldn'tmakeittwosteps."

	Bellatrix towered over them like a dark, dangerous thundercloud, grinning down at themwith such an evil aura that Hermione couldn't suppress a shiver. She realised now that Bellatrix's blackrobesweredampwithbloodandtherewereredstainstuckedunderneathher fingernails. Hermione's mind raced, desperately trying to think of a way to escape. Bellatrix's wand was refusing to comply with any offensive spells aimed at its original owner and

	everyone around them was too busy combating other Death Eaters to offer any assistance. Glancing at Draco, she found his expression was so much calmer than hers, but his eyeswere stormywithpanic.Shecouldtellbythebruisespreadingoutacrosshisfootthathehadhurt is ankle, so running was completely out of the question.

	She reached for Draco's hand again, gave it a gentle pinch of reassurance, and then got toher feet, standing protectively in front of him.

	"Aw,"Bellatrixcooed."Howadorable.ThedisgustingMud-bitchandmydisappointing

	nephew." Her features hardened like ice. "Do you really think standing in front of himwill make a difference? It just means I'll kill you first."

	There was a rush of movement behind Hermione; Draco fired a curse, but Bellatrix blockedit and returned with a disarming spell that kicked Andromeda's wand out of his hand and sent it rolling in the same direction as Narcissa.

	"Andromeda didn't defeat me with that wand thirty years ago," said Bellatrix. "Didyou honestly believe for a split second that you would be able to?"

	Dracoglaredather."I'msureIspeakforAndromedaandmyselfwhenIsayfuckyou."

	Bellatrix ran her tongue across her chipped, jagged teeth and adjusted the position of herwand, aiming it intently at Hermione. "I'm bored of you both. Say goodbye to yourgirlfriend, Draco. But don't worry, you'll be joining her soon."

	Hermione's eyes slammed shut . Behind her, she heard Draco scream NO at the top of hislungs so loud that she thought it must have risen above all the noise echoing around theGreat Hall. She waited for something. A blow, or pain, or nothingness, but it never came. Instead

	she heard Bellatrix swear under her breath. Opening her eyes, she noticed the sleeve of Bellatrix's robes was singed and she had turned away, now looking over her shoulder at Ginny, who was on her feet with her wand still aimed and glowing with the residue ofanIncendio.

	"You vile smear of Weasley shit," growled Bellatrix quietly, outraged. She whipped herbody around, drew back her wand with intent, and screamed, "Avada Kedavra!"

	 

	
"GINNY!"shoutedHermione.

	The Killing Curse missed her friend by a fraction of an inch, skimming past her shoulderand colliding with the floor. But before Hermione could even feel the faintest trace of relief,

	Bellatrixwasreadyingherselfforanothergo.But,fromsomewheretoHermione'sleft,a

	voice bellowed out over the crowd, familiar and usually friendly, but now fierce andactually rather intimidating.

	"NOTMYDAUGHTER,YOUBITCH!"

	Molly Weasley charged towards them like a robust runaway train with flushed, shiny cheeks and a split lip. Hermione heard Draco mumble "Holy shit" behind her and she understoodhis sentiment. Never had she seen Molly look so furious. She was almost feral in appearance; a lioness protecting her cub and ready to tear off the limbs of anyone who dared to challenge

	her.

	"Get out of the way, kids," she ordered, levelling up to Bellatrix. "You will not harmmy family! Get back, kids!"

	Bellatrix was chuckling again, cruelly and mockingly. Hermione took advantage of the distraction and turned to Draco, casting a hasty Ferula to bind his injured ankle and provide enough support for him to walk. Yanking at his shoulders, she practically dragged him to his feet and pulled him back a few yards, out of the range of Molly and Bellatrix. Ginny hadalso backed away and was now studying her mother with concern, evidently wanting to interfere despite her mother's demands that she didn't.

	Thetwowitchesbegantoduel,streamsofangrylightjettedoutoftheirwandslikewildfire.

	They barraged each other with curses, but it was obvious from the offset that Bellatrix was the more skilled dueller. She avoided Molly's attacks with such ease, taunting heropponent between each curse she fired.

	"Seven motherless children coming up!" she grinned coldly. "How will they copewithout their dear, old, frumpy mummy?"

	"Youwillstayawayfrommyfamily!"retortedMolly.

	Butthenshestumbled,andBellatrixfiredaquickspelltoknockMollytoherknees. Chortling with triumph, she began the incantation for the Killing Curse — the final blow — and Ginny and Hermione both dashed forward to intervene. But they didn't need to.Someone else cast a spell to prevent the would-be murder.

	Hermione looked around for the source until her eyes settled on Narcissa, who was now standing strong and clutching Andromeda's wand in her fist. The amusement slipped away from Bellatrix's face when she spotted her sister, and instead a callous, mercilessexpression stretched out across her features. Her dark eyes shifted to Andromeda's wand and her lips peeled back in a snarl.

	"Whatdoyouintendtodowiththat,Cissy?"

	 

	
"Don't you ever threaten my son," warned Narcissa. "Never piss off amother." "Or two," said Molly, who had quickly recovered and was back on her feet.

	There was a pause, the calm before the storm. Narcissa fired the first spell, and whatfollowed was a blur of activity and a flurry of flashing lights. No more taunts or chuckles spilled out of Bellatrix's mouth as the two mothers bombarded her with everything they had, hitting their marks. Hermione had never witnessed Narcissa in a duel and she was in awe of her skill. She hadnoideawhy,butshehadassumedNarcissa'sflamboyantlifestyleinanelitefamily would have made her lazy, but she was almost as quick and adroit as her sister.

	"Your mum's amazing," she said to Draco. "I had noidea." "Neither did I."

	Sweat dribbled from Bellatrix's forehead, and her look of contempt was now contorted with something that looked like terror. She knew what was coming: her defeat. It was just a matter of when. Hermione had no clue who cast the Killing Curse, but a spurt of the fatal greenlight struck Bellatrix directly in the chest.

	Everything went still, including Bellatrix, and her eyes rolled back into her head before she slumped lifelessly to the ground with a blunt thump. The small crowd that had gathered to watch roared with success, and Molly and Narcissa dropped their wands, sharing a brieflook of mutual understanding.

	After Accio-ing back her own wand, Narcissa turned to Draco and Hermione andapproached them slowly, panting with exhaustion but holding her posture proudly, though Hermionecould see she was slightly nervous. That aching expression of need to hold her son —

	Hermione remembered that same expression from the Manor — was etched into Narcissa's face, but she didn't reach out and try to embrace him when she was close enough. Shesimply stood before him, staring at him like she thought she might have forgotten something abouthis appearance. Hermione could feel the same faint anxious energy coming from Draco. His hands fidgeted at his sides and his jaw was clenched with uncertainty about what to say.

	Finally, Narcissa blurted, "I am so, so sorry,Draco." His brow furrowed, confused. "What for?"

	Her eyes strayed to Hermione for a moment, but quickly returned back to herson."Everything."

	Dracosigheddeeply."Mother,I-

	A loud, ear-scratching scream cut him off, followed by a loud explosion. All the heads in the room seemed to suddenly dart towards something in the centre. Hermione turned just intime to see the blinding glare of Voldemort's blast as it tossed McGonagall, Slughorn, andKingsley aside like ragdolls and kept spreading. Someone cast a huge Shielding Charm to protect everyone in the hall before the spell could reach its full ferocity, and then there was a prolonged period of silence.

	 

	
A rumble of voices rippled across the room and then someone shouted, "HARRY!IT'SHARRY!"
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	At the mention of her best friend's name, Hermione's heart soared up into her throat. The cheers of the crowd grew louder, and all the while she could hear people saying Harry'sname, reaffirming that he was alive. She craned her neck and leaned forward on the tips of her toes, trying to see over the horde and follow their eyes to the commotion at the centreof the Great Hall, but it was futile. All she could see were the heads and shoulders of everyone else, blocking her view like a barricade of bodies. She cursed her short stature.

	"I can see him," said Draco beside her. "I can seePotter." Hermione's eyes darted to him. "You can? He's alive?"

	"Yes," he nodded, and then he turned to her with the slightest of smiles. "I told you hewasimmortal."

	"OhmyGod.Really?He'sreallythere?"

	"Come here, short arse." Tugging her close, he wrapped his arms around her hips andlifted her off the ground. "See him now?"

	"Yes!"shegasped."Yes,Iseehim!"

	Draco didn't really understand why he suddenly felt relieved and almost pleased, but he decided it was because she looked happy. And when Granger was happy, she glowed. It touchedeverythingclosetoher,liketheheatofsunrays,andheinevitablyfeltherwarmth.

	Glancing to the side, Draco frowned when he found his mother had moved away fromhis side and was meandering her way through the crowd, searching. He wondered if she was

	looking for Lucius amongst the collection of battle-worn witches and wizards, butHermione spoke and he looked back to her.

	"What?"

	"Harry's confronting Voldemort," she said, squirming impatiently in his arms. "Put medown, please. We need to get closer. I need to see what's happening."

	 

	
Draco lowered her to the floor and the moment her feet landed on solid ground she pulledhis elbow, dragging him forward and meandering them through the others trying to witness what was taking place. Limping due to the lingering pain still throbbing in his ankle, he struggledto keep up with his lover as she pulled him this way and that, colliding with several people along the way. But it was working; they were getting closer and Draco could hear the raised voices of Potter and Voldemort as the crowd hushed to listen.

	"Hermione,overhere!"

	Ron ushered them over to a platform of debris near the centre of the Great Hall wherehe, Neville Ginny, Luna, and Blaise were all perched, watching the scene from their slightly elevated vantage point. Climbing up the fallen bricks and crumbled parapets, she still clutched Draco's hand, practically yanking him up there with her, stumbling with her

	desperation to see the exchange between Harry and Voldemort, and, inevitably, theoutcome of the War.

	She knew this was it. The climax. The final battle. Everything that they had been fightingfor would be decided now by her seventeen-year-old best friend and this clash with one of the most dangerously powerful wizards that had ever lived. She'd never been more terrified andexcited.

	As Hermione and Draco found their balance atop a stable stack of stone beside Ron and the others, Draco scanned the area and did a double-take when he spotted his mothercomfortably standing beside Molly Weasley and McGonagall. He thought back to his encounter withSnape, remembering his disclosure about his mother helping the Order, and he wondered if McGonagall had known. Another question to add to his list that he would ask if they won thewar.

	WherewasSnape?Surelyhewouldbehere,justlikeeveryoneelse.

	Sweeping his eyes across the hall, he caught sight of Miles, Millicent, and Tracey, huddled amongst a group of Hufflepuffs. All seemed fine, which was good. Miles caught his eyeand dipped his head with acknowledgement, but Draco could detect his nerves despite the

	distance between them. The girls looked nervous, too. He wondered if any of the maskedDeath Eaters hovering on the other side of the room were their parents, or if any of hisfellow Slytherins had suffered a similar confrontation to the one he'd had with Lucius.

	Draco thought of Theo then, who he knew had indeed had a confrontation with not onlyhis father, but Lucius, too.

	Theoshouldhavebeenhere.

	Theo should have been standing up on this rostrum of rubble with him and Blaise. Heshould have been cracking inappropriate and ill-timed jokes. He should have been irritating themwith unnecessary comments. He should have been here as the third member of theirconflicted and complicated Slytherin trio.

	Heshouldhavebeenhereastheirfriend.

	 

	
Hermione nudged him, and he looked down into her wide, worriedeyes. "This is it," she said.

	"Yes."

	Hedidn'tknowwhatelsetosay.Allwordssuddenlyseemedobsolete.

	Instead he looked where everyone else was looking: the centre of the room, where Potter and Voldemort were circling each other like impatient, hungry wolves. They were speaking toeach other; Potter sneered his words through gritted teeth, and Voldemort hissed his words back, spitting a little with each syllable. Despite the steadfast silence of everyone else in the GreatHallandtheirproximitytoPotterandVoldemort,Dracostrainedtoheartheir exchange. Some words and phrases got lost amongst Hogwarts' tumbled columns, but, forthe most part, he could hear their heated quarrel.

	"You will not kill anyone else tonight!" shouted Potter. "It's over, Riddle! All yourHorcruxes have been destroyed."

	"You think yourself stronger than me?" taunted Voldemort. "You think you alone canprotect these fools?"

	''I already have! My love for them protects them from you, just as my mother's loveprotectedme!"

	Voldemort snorted and grinned a vile grin. "Love? Love? Did Dumbledore implantthese ridiculous ideas into your simple head?"

	"Why do you think none of your spells have been working? My love shieldsthem!" Draco felt Hermione's hand slip into his.

	"You think your pathetic concept of love is stronger than me?" jeered Voldemort. "Youthink you are stronger than me? I am the most powerful wizard that has ever lived."

	Harry shook his head. "Dumbledore was stronger thanyou." "I brought about his death!"

	"No you didn't,'' said Harry calmly. "You're wrong. You think Snape was working foryou, that he killed Dumbledore for you, but you're wrong. Snape was on our side."

	Aburstofgaspsechoedaroundthecrowd.

	"You think you and Snape planned Dumbledore's death, but they had planned itbetween them long before. The moment you threatened my mother he became Dumbledore's spy because he loved her."

	Voldemort scoffed. "Snape had nothing more than a fleeting desire for yourmudbloodmother."

	 

	
Dracoscowled.Itwasstrangehowthatwordinfuriatedhimnow.

	"That's what Snape wanted you to think," continued Harry."But he loved her, and he sidedwith Dumbledore. So when Snape killed Dumbledore, it was planned. The power wouldn'tbe transferred to Snape. Dumbledore had wanted the Elder Wand's power to die with him-

	"It is irrelevant," disputed Voldemort, narrowing his eyes at Harry. "Because I stole theElder Ward from that old fool's grave. I plucked it from his cold, dead fingers. I killed Snape, and since Dumbledore's death was by his hand, the power is now mine."

	Draco choked on a sharp breath and turned to Hermione. "Snape'sdead?" She nodded her head once and stuttered, "I-I'm sorry."

	There wasn't really time for Draco to react to the news, but he felt his fists clench, and his chest seemed to constrict. How should he feel? His relationship with Snape had beencomplex to say the least, but, nevertheless, the man had ultimately saved his life in moreways than one. There lied a debt he would never be able to repay. But those thoughts, likeso many others, would need to be placed aside for later.

	"You're not listening, are you?'' said Harry, glaring hard at Voldemort now. "Possessing the wand isn't enough! The wand chooses the Wizard, remember? Somebody else defeated Dumbledore.Somebodyelsedisarmedhim,andhebecamethemasteroftheElderWand."

	Draco's brow furrowed with confusion. He didn't really understand what Potter wassaying, but he knew it was somehow important. Beside him, he felt Hermione stiffen.

	"Oh my God," she whispered, snapping her head around to face him. Her eyes werewide with knowledge. "Your wand. Draco, where is your wand?"

	Hestaredbackather,perplexed."What?"

	She reached for his pocket with jerky movements and yanked out Andromeda's wand. She studied it for a moment and then looked back to him with even rounder eyes. "This isn'tyourwand."

	"It's Andromeda's," he explained. "What the hell is going on,Granger?" "Where is your wand, Draco?" she asked frantically. "Where is it?"

	"Idon'tknow!Ilostit,remember?Granger,whatis-

	"Yes, yes," she muttered, distracted. ''Harry disarmed you and he kept it...and he's beenusingit..."

	Dracofrowned."Potterhasmywand?"

	"Yes!AndsinceyouweretheonewhodisarmedDumbledore...''

	 

	
They both turned back to Harry and Voldemort just as the latter lifted his wand, hisarmshaking

	violently with intent. Harry didn't flinch, and Hermione could never recall seeing sucha fierce look of

	determination on her best friend's face. Draco watched as Potter slowly lifted up the wandin his hand — his wand — and he understood.

	"Draco Malfoy was the true master of the Elder Wand!" exclaimed Harry, and Draco felt hundreds of eyes shift to him for a brief moment. "He disarmed Dumbledore, and that'swhyit won't work for you! You may possess the physical wand, but its powers are not yours!"

	"Holyshit,"mumbledDraco.

	Whenhelookedup,Voldemort'spiercing,shockedeyeswerefixatedonhim,andhis

	serpentine face was stretched back with spite. But in a second, the shock was gone, and VoldemortturnedbacktoPotterwiththateven,coldexpressionofderangedcomposure.

	"No matter," he said confidently. "After I defeat you, I will attend to DracoMalfoy." Hermione tugged at Draco's arm, trying to pull him backwards, but he resisted.

	"But you see," Harry went on, "You're too late. I disarmed Draco just a few days ago." He paused and aimed Draco's wand at Voldemort. "So the only real question is: does thewand know its last master was disarmed? Because if it does, then I am the master of the ElderWand.''

	Hermionedidn'trealisehowfastherheartwasbeatinguntilthatmoment.Itwasroaringin

	her chest like a storm. She couldn't tear her eyes away from Harry and Voldemort, but a spurt of glowing, red light poured into the Great Hall through the shattered windows and forcedher to squint. It was the first of the rays of sunrise, and it enveloped Harry and Voldemort in an almost Hellish, fiery light. Her eyes adjusted to the garish blur just in time to see Voldemort

	preparehiswandandopenhismouth,andHarrydidthesame.

	Thiswasit.Thedifferencebetweendamnationandsalvationwasnowbalancing forebodingly on the shoulders of a seventeen-year-old boy and his tentative theory about a wand from a fairytale. The atmosphere in the Great Hall was curled around the occupantslikea clenched fist.

	"AvadaKedavra!""Expelliarmus!"

	Green and red collided in the centre of the room with a horrendous roar, and the gust ofthe impact almost shoved Hermione, Draco, and the others off their pedestal. Shielding

	Hermione from the blast with his body, Draco closed his eyes, feeling the heat of Potterand Voldemort's clashing spells tingle the nape of his neck. Dust and sediment rushed outwards from the explosion and into the crowd, shrouding them in rubble. Swiping away the dirt in

	 

	
his eyes with his sleeve, Draco blinked away the mist of his vision and looked back towhere Potter and Voldemort had stood.

	Only now, Potter stood alone. In his left hand, he held the Elder Wand tightly in his fist, andin his right, he held Draco's Hawthorn. Sprawled across the ground lay Voldemort; stiff,still, and silent. Dead. Definitely dead. The Dark Lord was no more. The only movement was the slight flutter of his robes, teased by a breeze sweeping in through a hole in the wall.

	He heard Hermione inhale sharply as she absorbed the scene for herself, but that was theonly sound to puncture the nothingness that had suddenly blanketed the Great Hall. Everyone beneath the enchanted ceiling simply stood there, staring hard at Voldemort's corpse in

	collaborativesilent,motionlessshock.

	ForfiveheavybeatsofDraco'sheart,nothinghappened.Andthenthecrowderupted.

	Draco had no idea how, but Hermione threw herself off the brick pile and reached Potterfirst, wrapping her arms around his neck and embracing him with all her strength. Weasley wasright behind her, and then came the rest. McGonagall, Lovegood, Finnegan, and every other red-headed member of the Weasley clan. They all gathered around him; many cheering, somecrying.

	Turning his head to the side, he found Blaise, like himself, had yet to move from his spot.But there was a subtle grin on his face as he slowly met Draco's eyes. Draco's lips twitched with a subtle smile of his own.

	"Theywon,"saidDraco.

	"Wewon,"correctedBlaise.

	The elation and relief that flooded Draco stayed, unexpressed, in his chest, inevitably dimmed by the deaths of Tonks, Snape, and Theo. Theo. And what of Lucius? Howhad

	Snape died? So many questions to ask. But there was time now. Time to learn. They were no longer under threat. There was no augury timer counting down to their deaths. Voldemortwas defeated, and with his defeat, they were all free.

	Nearing Draco, Blaise patted his friend on the back, and the pair watched the scene. Their attention was diverted from the Potter parade to the side of the Great Hall. Shacklebolt and around fifteen others were surrounding the forty or so remaining Death Eaters, though most had already surrendered their wands. One by one, they removed their masks, and Draco recognised some of the faces. Crabbe and Goyle's fathers were among them, both ofPansy's parents, and then...another familiar face.

	Blaise sighed and shook his head as he watched his mother raise her hands insubmission. "Stupid cow," he muttered. "I wondered if she would be here."

	"Areyougoingtospeakwithher?"askedDraco.

	"I have nothing to say to her. Sometimes the past is best left ignored." He paused."What about your past? I don't see Lucius down there."

	 

	
Draco averted his eyes to the ground. "I saw him earlier. We talked. I haven't seen himsince.""And?"

	"And nothing. He reacted how I expected himto." Blaise nodded with understanding. "I'm sorry."

	"Don't be," he replied lifting his eyes to locate his mother. She was on the other side of the room,talkingwithMcGonagall."IhavehadmoresupportthanIhadinitiallyanticipated."

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	As the horde surrounding Potter began to disintegrate, and those people moved on to talk with others, Draco found himself sitting alone on a bench. To which house it belonged, he didn't know, nor did he particularly care. The professors had brought out the Housebenches and tables to provide some seating for the weary fighters, and he had simply settled on the nearest. He watched with half-lidded eyes as they all talked, celebrated, mourned...

	It seemed apt for him to sit here; not separated and yet not fully integrated. On theoutskirts, but there nonetheless.

	As he became aware of someone sitting beside him, he focused on Shacklebolt andSlughorn lifting Voldemort's corpse and placing it in a small alcove, purposefully kept away from thefallen.

	"Whatdoyouthinkthey'lldowithit?"heasked.

	"I don't know," sighed Narcissa. "Bury it, Isuppose." "They should burn it."

	"Perhaps."

	When he angled his head to regard his mother, Draco was confronted with a very conflictedand tired expression. With red sunken eyes, over-chewed lips, and disheveled hair, shelooked like an entirely different woman. Never could he recall seeing his mother look anything less than immaculate, even when Lucius had been sent to Azkaban. But the alterations in her

	appearance weren't just side-effects of the events of the last several hours. Her eyes looked like they'd been bloodshot for months, her cheeks were hollow, and there were somesubtle grey hairs interwoven amongst her blonde ones.

	 

	
A breath shuddered out of Draco before he shifted up the bench towards his mother, and her arms were wrapped around his shoulders before he even realised it. Burying his face into the crook of her shoulder, he felt the bob of her throat against his temple as she swallowedheavily, trying to stifle a whimper. He felt like a little boy seeking solace in his mother's embrace, but it was a comforting nostalgia, and exactly what he had been craving for awhile. Over a year, in fact.

	He didn't tell her that he'd missed her, and she didn't tell him that she's missed him. He didn't tell her that he'd been scared, or that he'd been worried, or even that he was so completelyand utterly relieved that she was on his side. The absence of the words seemed all the more profound. He could feel it in the way she clung to him, and he hoped she could feel it in the way he clung to her.

	After too short a time, he pulled away to look at her, watching one tear tumble down her sunkencheek.Guiltovertookhimforwhathewasabouttosaynext,butitwasinevitable.

	"I saw him," said Draco. There was no need to clarify who. "Just before everyone camein here, we spoke outside."

	Narcissabowedherhead."Andwhatwassaid?"

	"Nothing good. I don't know where he is now, but he made it clear that...well, youknow." And then quieter. "I'm sorry, mum."

	"Oh," she whispered, her hands covering her mouth. She cried harder, sputtering out the words."Oh,no,Draco.Iamsorry.Iamso,sosorry.Ineverthought...Iamjustsosorry."

	He reached out to grab her trembling hand. "I'm not angry withyou." "You should be. I am angry with myself."

	Dracowaitedpatientlyforhertearstosubside,holdingherhand."WhataboutLucius?"

	"I don't know," she shrugged, shaking her head. "He's...he's not well. He hasn't beenhimself for a long time now, and I...I don't know. But I want you to know that you are my son, and you are my first priority. Whatever you want will be."

	Nodding his head, he decided not to push the matter. A part of him wanted to curse and rant about Lucius to her, but he doubted it would do either of them any good. He had no idea what hisparentshadbeenthroughwhilehewasawayand,ifhewashonest,hereallydidn'twant to discuss his father any longer. He had a feeling that it would be a topic brought up a lotover the next few days, and he already felt burdened with that notion. Plus, there would always be some censorship with how much he told his mother about how Lucius had so brutallydismissed him. Breaking her already broken heart was something he refused to do.

	"I stayed with Andromeda," he blurted, feeling the need to break thesilence. Narcissa's eyes widened. "Okay."

	"Shetookmein,keptmesafe."

	 

	
"Thatwas...goodofher."

	"I like her, mum," he said. "I like her a lot,actually." Her jaw twitched with regret. "I did, too."

	Dracocontemplatedsayingmore,andthen,forsomereason,hethoughtaboutaskingher

	how she felt about Bellatrix's death, but he decided against it quickly. Broken heart.Brokeneverything.

	A blur of familiar bushy hair in his peripheral vision drew his attention back to the crowdand he saw Granger. She was speaking with Longbottom, but she must have felt his stare because her eyes met his, and she smiled softly at him. Narcissa followed his line of sight to

	Hermione and then looked back to him, her expression gentle andpensive. "You love her very much, don't you?" she said.

	He nodded his head once. "She's...she's just the reason. For everything. I can't explainit." "She's...certainly a very special girl."

	"Shesavedmylife."

	Narcissa watched the way her son watched the Muggle-born and felt a knot grow inher throat. Clasping her hands together tightly in her lap, she took a deep breath.

	"Draco," she said slowly, bringing his focus back to her. "I'm not going to pretend that I completely understand, or that when I look at her I don't see...what I've always seen. ButI promise you, I will learn. I will learn, just like you have. I promise, I will."

	"Iknowyouwill,"hereplied.

	"AndIwantyoutoknowthatIhavenever,ever,beenasproudofyouasIamtoday."

	Flinging her arms around him in another desperate, seizing hug, Narcissa smiled against Draco's shoulder, and then she kissed his cheek in that firm way that mothers do. As she released him from her maternal death-grip, she lifted her hand to stroke the side of his face. Her eyes were beaming with joy that was suppressed only slightly by the glistening oftears, and her smile was fragile at the corners, but it was there nonetheless.

	"We can talk about everything properly later once the dust settles, both literally and figuratively. I owe some people my gratitude, and to a great deal more, I owe apologies."She glanced back to Hermione, who had begun to tentatively approach them. "And it will allow you two some time alone."

	"Thankyou."

	"I love you verymuch." "I love you, too."

	 

	
With a final cracked smile, she stood up and moved away from him, and he studied her with interest as she headed directly for Hermione. She shifted her weight nervously as Narcissa stopped in front of her, and Draco strained to hear their exchange, but they were too faraway and the roar of the room drowned out anything he might have caught. After a fleeting conversation between the two witches, he quirked an eyebrow when he witnessed his mother pull Hermione in for a brief but undeniably awkward hug that looked anything but

	comfortable for either of them. Despite how unnatural it looked, Draco felt one of thecorners of his mouth lift into half a smile.

	It only lasted a few seconds, and then Narcissa was marching away, leaving behindan evidentlybewilderedHermione.NoticingDraco'samusedstare,shegrinnedbackand

	continue to walk the short distance to where he sat, perching herself on the stool besidehim. Slowly, she yanked at her sleeve and rolled it up to her elbow, displaying the clean and unmarked skin of her forearm.

	"It's gone," she said, satisfied. "That Mudblood mark that Bellatrix cursed me with. I feltit disappear when she died. Blaise was right."

	With almost hopeful urgency, Draco mimicked her actions and pulled up his sleeve,also revealing bare skin, unblemished by the Dark Mark that had once sat there so brazenly.

	"ThankMerlin,"hemumbled."Iwasn't...Ididn'tknowifitwouldgo."

	"It's gone," she said, reaching for his arm and bringing it up to her lips to place a chastekiss where the Dark Mark had been. "How do you feel without it?"

	Cocking his head to the side with thought, he said, "I know this is an odd word to describeit, but I feel...clean."

	"I know what you mean," she nodded, and then quirked a confused eyebrow at him. "WhatI do find odd is that you're sitting on a Gryffindor bench."

	"Far stranger things have happenedtoday." "Likewhenyourmotherjusthuggedme?"

	"That's certainly in the top ten," he said, leaning back and resting his shoulder bladesagainst the table behind them. "What did she say to you?"

	Hermione scooted a little closer to him, settling her hand on his knee and ignoring the unpleasant texture of his dirt-encrusted trousers. "She thanked me for saving yourlife."

	"Andwhatdidyousay?"

	"ItoldherIdidn'tsaveyourlife.Itoldherthatyoudidthatbyyourself."

	Draco's brow crinkled into a frown. He disagreed with her, but the tone of her voice toldhim to resist challenging her comment.

	"She'snotcompletelyokaywithit,isshe?"mumbledHermione."Us,Imean."

	 

	
Sighing, he moved his fingers to massage the vertebra beads at the top her spine. "Notyet. But she'll get there."

	"Likeyoudid?" "Like I did."

	Dropping one his arms to drape across her shoulders, his fingers absently toyed with wispsof hair crowning the nape of her neck. He was tired now. So unbelievably tired. He could quite happily settle his head against Hermione's shoulder and let his lids fall shut.

	"Tired?"askedHermione.

	"Hm," he grunted. His heavy lids were aching now, and despite his best efforts to resist,they slid shut. "Shattered."

	He heard the bench creak as Hermione moved and then he felt the tips of her hair tickle his cheeks before she kissed him. Their first kiss since Voldemort's defeat, and it was appropriately tender and quiet. A throaty hum vibrated in his chest of its own accord as a numbing sense of calmness spread through him, encouraged by the persistent tug of exhaustion. As the deep darkness of looming sleep began to cloud his mind, he realisedthis was the first time in over a year that he had closed his eyes and felt completely safe.

	"Have a quick nap," he heard Hermione mumble, and one of her hands pushed his hairaway from his face. "I'll wake you up in a little while."

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	Dracodidn'tmanagetofallasleep.Notreally.

	He lingered in that blissful but torturous state between awake and sleeping; aware ofhis surroundings but, oblivious to time or context.

	A low rumble of voices pulled him away from that purgatory back to consciousness despitehis best attempts to avoid it. He could feel Hermione's hand still in his hair, tracing lazy patterns against his crown, and he was relieved that she was still at his side. Keeping hiseyes closed and listening carefully, he recognised the voices of Blaise, Lovegood, Weasley, and Longbottom, all contributing to a conversation with his girlfriend, and then a couple more voices he couldn't quite place. They were inevitably discussing the battle.

	Thevictory.

	 

	
Slowly, he peeled open one eye and glanced at the little collection of people that had gathered around him and Granger since he had tried to fall asleep. As he'd deduced, the group included Blaise, Lovegood, Weasley, and Longbottom, and sitting with them were also GinnyWeasley, Katie Bell, and Dean Thomas.

	LovegoodandGinnyWeasleywerechattingaboutsomethingtodowiththestralswhile

	Blaise and Thomas discussed theories about how Potter had beaten Voldemort. Hermionewas talking with Longbottom about how he had decapitated Nagini, and Weasley was carefully wrapping Katie Bell's swollen hand in a bandage.

	Ashiseyesscannedthegroup,hethoughttheyalllookedthesametosomeextent;all bearing expressions of paradoxes. The all looked exhausted, but wide awake. They alllooked calm but anxious. They all looked happy but sad.

	He must've moved slightly because the bench groaned and Hermione twisted her headto smile down at him.

	"Goodmorning,"shesaid.

	Draco sat up and wiped his face with his dusty fingers. "Is it stillmorning?" "Yes. You were only out for about twenty minutes."

	"It's hard to sleep when everyone insists on talking so bloody loud," he grumbled,flinching when Hermione half-heartedly slapped his knee. "Did I miss anything?"

	"Shacklebolt, Mad-eye, and some others took the Death Eaters down to the dungeons,"said Blaise. "That's about it."

	Draco nodded. He wondered how long it would take for all the Death Eaters, including Lucius, to be sent to Azkaban. Or even if they would be sent to Azkaban at all; there was clearly a security issue there. And they would need to face trial first. The Ministry would inevitably take a while to become a functioning authority again, even with all the tenacityof the Order and Voldemort stone cold dead.

	As these thoughts pestered his mind, Draco became aware of Longbottom staring at himwith confused, narrowed eyes, and his head slightly cocked to the side. Blinking when Dracocaught his eye, he corrected himself and cleared his throat awkwardly.

	"Sorry," he blurted loudly, drawing the attention of everyone else in the small group."But...I mean, I have to ask."

	Draco exchanged a quick, knowing glance with Blaise. "Go on then,Longbottom." "So you two are good now?"

	Blaisegrinned."Definegood."

	"Well..."hebeganhesitantly."Youknow.Likeyou'renot...Youknow."

	 

	
"We'renotDeathEaters,"saidDraco.

	"Not just that. During school you were both...um...you wereboth..." "Twats?" offered Ron.

	"Yes!"Nevilleexclaimed,andthenhisfacedropped."No!No,wait,thatwasn'twhatI-

	"We're still twats," said Blaise, shrugging his shoulders. "But I guess we're...decenttwatsnow."

	"Decenttwatssoundslikeanaptdescription,"agreedDraco.

	Hermione frowned as she leaned in to peck his cheek. "I don't think it is. I would say youtwo are good, decent men."

	"And sorry, can I just check something?" asked Neville. "You two" — he pointedat Hermione and Draco — "And you two" — his finger moved to Luna and Blaise — "Are...you know...together?"

	"All four of us?" smirked Draco. "Not exactly my taste, Longbottom, but I can't speak fortheothers."

	"Ididn'tmean...You'rejustmessingwithme,aren'tyou?"

	Hermione stifled a laugh with the back of her hand. "Draco and I are a couple, and Lunaand Blaise are a couple, Neville," she explained, smiling fondly at him. "Any more questions?"

	"Justone.Howthehelldidthathappen?"

	Hermione and Draco shared a brief but meaningful glance. They weren't sure themselveshow theyhadhappened.Ithadsortofsnuckuponthemboth,likeablastofwindshakingthe trees before it reaches you.

	"I'msorry,Neville,"saidHermione."Butit'salongstory,andoneI'mtootiredtotell."

	"Fair enough," he sighed, getting to his feet. "Tell me another time then. I'm sureit's an...interesting story. I'm going to see if the professors need a hand with anything."

	"I'llcomewithyou,"saidDean.

	"I will too," said Katie, turning to Ron with an almost bashful smile before she stoodup. "Thank you for bandaging my hand."

	"Noproblem,"hebeamedback."Seeyoulater."

	ThethreewavedtheirgoodbyesastheylefttherestofthelittlegroupbehindandDraco noted the cordial nod that Longbottom offered him. He nodded back. To be fair, the guy had decapitatedanenormoussnakewhichhadhadhappenedtobethepetofthemostevilwizard

	 

	
known to the magical world. That alone had earned Longbottom some respect, albeita reluctant kind.

	"Katie's a nice girl," Luna remarked casually. "Isn't she,Ron?" He blinked blankly at her. "Uh, yes, I guess."

	"And didn't you two used to play Quidditchtogether?""...Yes?"

	She grinned contentedly to herself. "Well, that's nice, isn't it?" "Um,sure,Luna,"hereplied,awkwardlyclearinghisthroat."And you and Draco are friends now," she said. "That's also nice."

	Draco slowly turned to face her, his eyes slitting into a glare. "Lovegood, you have allthe subtlety of a mountain troll in drag."

	"So you're not friends? You appear to be getting on wellenough." "Well enough," repeated Draco dryly.

	"We're as good as we'll probably ever be," said Ron. "I think friends is certainly pushing ita bit, though, Luna."

	"Iprefertothinkofitasa...mutualtolerance."

	"But you see, you're not very good at admitting you have friends," mumbledLuna thoughtfully. "You still don't think I'm your friend."

	Draco glowered at her. "That's because you'renot." "Oh, I definitely am," she said confidently.

	"She is," Hermione agreed, smiling smugly at Draco. "Speaking of friends, I haven'tseen Harry for a while now."

	"He was talking to Aberforth last time I saw him," said Ron. "Maybe he slipped out for abit to get some space. Can't imagine he's had a second to think with someone congratulating every two seconds."

	"HowwasHarrywhenyouspoketohim?"askedLuna.

	"Much the same as everyone else," replied Hermione. "Elated and devastated all atonce. Don't think he can believe he's done it, really."

	"I have to say," muttered Blaise, "I didn't think Potter would actually be capable ofbeatingVoldemort."

	 

	
"Hm," Draco hummed in agreement. ''Despite Granger's pestering to the contrary, Ididn't think he could kill him either."

	"Iwasn'tsureIcoulddoiteither,tobehonest."

	The intimate little group of five all simultaneously turned with stunned gasps, whipping around their heads to the find the source of the new voice. Floating just behindHermione's shoulder was Harry's disembodied face, bobbing like a creepy, rogue balloon as he smiled sheepishly at them.

	"Merlin's bollocks, Potter!" exclaimed Draco, catching his breath after the shock. "Whatthe hell are you doing, sneaking up on people? Don't you think our hearts have had enough attacks for the-

	"Shhh, Malfoy," hissed Harry, glancing around. "I don't want to attract too muchattention." "Well, maybe you should have thought of that before you decided to scare the shit out of-

	"Congratulations, Potter," interrupted Blaise, his mouth tight with a sincere sortof awkwardness. "I mean...good job, I guess."

	As Potter offered an amicable nod to Blaise, Draco attempted to ignore Hermione's elbow discreetly prodding into his ribs, but her jabs were persistent and becoming more painful with every second. Coughing to clear his throat, he folded his arms across his chest and studiedhis shoes, pretending not to notice as everyone's eyes slowly turned to him.

	"What Blaise said," he mumbled, but apparently, from the glare Granger sent in hisdirection, that wasn't sufficient. "Nice work with...the hero shit and...stuff."

	Inspiteofhimself,Harrygrinned."That'sthebestIcanexpectfromyou,isn'tit?"

	"Yes. Take it or leave it, Potter," he said, and then, as an afterthought, "Do I get mywandback?"

	"I just need to take care of a couple of things, and then it's yours. Not as the ElderWand, though, obviously."

	"Harry,"interjectedHermione,"WhyonEarthareyouwearingyourinvisibilitycloak?"

	"Hehasaninvisibilitycloak?"askedDraco,andthen,grumbled,"Ofcoursehebloodydoes."

	"I wanted some peace and quiet," he said, ignoring Draco's comments and shifting hiseyes between Hermione and Ron. "But there's something I want to do. Will you two come withme?"

	Without a moment's hesitation, Hermione and Ron were on their feet, nearing Potter's hovering head. With what sounded like a flutter of material, they disappeared, along with Potter's head. The sounds of shuffling footsteps pattered across the floor for a fewmoments, and then there was nothing except a slight drag mark where Potter's magic cloak had disturbed some dust and debris.

	 

	
Blaise moved his rather amused eyes over to Draco. "Does it bother you that yourgirlfriend just disappeared with two men using a magical item with the sole purpose of providingprivacy?"

	"No," he replied honestly. "And that, in some ways, is troubling in itself. I am a littlepissed off, though. I had quite a few questions I wanted to ask, like what Potter was saying about Snape, and how he died." He sighed and shrugged. "I guess my questions will just have to wait until later."

	Blaise rubbed his chin. "We all have a lot of questions, Draco. The answers will comewhen the dust settles."

	"Can I ask you a question, Draco?" said Luna, leaning forward, her expressionintrigued. He regarded her cautiously. "I'm sure you will regardless of my answer, Lovegood."

	"Well...you were the master of the Elder Wand, but you had noidea?" "Not a clue."

	"Butifyouhadknown,wouldyouhavedoneanythingdifferently?"

	"That'sagoodquestion,"remarkedBlaise,histoneslightlysofterwithaffection.

	"Never was a big fan of 'what if' questions," said Draco. The reality of his own wascomplex enough without considering others. "I never saw the point in them."

	"Oh,comeon,mate.Lunaaskedyouadecentquestionthere.Amuseus."

	Tilting his head to the side in thought, Draco travelled back in his mind to when he'd been stranded with Snape in Scotland for months, fearing for his life and constantly looking over hisshoulder,practicallywaitingforVoldemorttofindandkillhim.Hadheknownthenthat

	the power of the Elder Wand was in his trembling hands, of course he would have used it,but that wasn't what Luna and Blaise were asking him.

	They were asking him if he would trade a reality of power with the reality he lived innow; the reality with Granger.

	He tried to imagine it. He tried to imagine never being forced to stay in her dorm. He triedto imagine that all those arguments had never happened. He tried to imagine that she hadn't sliced open his palm, and then hers, and blended their blood. He tried to imagine neverkissing her after the bee sting. He tried to imagine that they'd never been ice-skating, or watched fireworks, or had sex, or read Shakespeare, or talked, or cried, or kissed, orscreamed, or anything.

	He tried to imagine the absence of all those things, and merely the notion of suchmade something at his very core ache.

	A reality without his and Hermione's isolation from the rest of the world, and all theevents that had been catalysed by that, was not something he could even bear to contemplate.

	 

	
"Bothofyoualreadyknowmyanswer,"hesaidquietly."Iwouldn'tchangeit."

	Luna beamed back at him with an almost proud expression. "I knew you were going to say that." Leaning her head against Blaise's shoulder, she sighed with contentment."Everything's going to change, and it's going to be so much better."
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	See the end of the chapter for morenotes

	 

	 

	Lucius Malfoy's body was discovered on May 6th, just four days after Voldemortwas defeated by Harry Potter in what had become known as the Battle of Hogwarts.

	EffortstorebuildandrestoreHogwartstoallherformerbeautyhadcommencedtwodays

	after the battle, and Professor Slughorn had found the body — or rather, some of it — undera fallen wall in the courtyard.

	Beneath the rubble had been Lucius' left leg, some of his torso, and his Dark Mark-stained arm. The rest of his body wasn't found until the next day, when two Aurors stumbledacross the rest of Lucius' corpse in Malfoy Manor.

	With a select group of loyal and trustworthy Aurors, Shacklebolt and Mad-Eye had restored some semblance of legal order to the Wizarding World. This small makeshift Ministry ofno more than fifty members was slowly tackling the widespread damage littered across the British landscape and rounding up the remaining Death Eaters, incarcerating them to awaittrail.

	Shacklebolt had ordered that nobody enter Malfoy Manor in case Voldemort had been using any dark artifacts while he had been using it as his base that might injure anyone whoshould enter the grounds. After a few days of studying the Manor and testing its safety with some probing spells, the Aurors had been sent in to search the property and ensure it was secure.

	They found the other half of Lucius inside the Manor. More specifically, insideDraco'sbedroom.

	Using the Prior Incantato spell, the Aurors confirmed what they had alreadysuspected: Lucius Malfoy had attempted to Apparate from Hogwarts to the Manor and had fatallysplinched.

	ShacklebolthadinformedDracoinperson.

	Dracohadnoddedhisheadonce,clenchedhisjaw,andhadsimplysaid,"Okay."

	Of course, the question had crossed Draco's mind: just why the hell had Lucius attemptedto Apparateintohisroom?He'dprobablyneverknow,andhehadforcedhimselfnottotorture

	 

	
himselfwithanalysingallthepossiblescenarios.

	Perhapsitwasbesthedidn'tknow.Thereisacertainleveloffreedomwithignorance.

	TwodayslaterandhewasstillseeminglystoicasAndromedafixedhisblacktieintoa perfectknotaroundhisneckwithnimblefingers.Theywerebothsilent;hedidn'tcomment on his aunt's chewed fingernails, and she didn't comment on his tense shoulders. Peeringover her shoulder, Draco watched Teddy sleep soundlessly in his Moses basket, completely atpeace. Ignorance is such bliss. Smoothing down his tie and tucking it behind the folds of his suit jacket, Andromeda sighed and offered him a weak smile.

	"There,"shesaid."Youlookverysmartinthatsuit."

	"I should hope so. I feel like this is the only thing I've bloody worn for the past week. Imight as well sleep in it."

	It was an exaggeration, of course. In the week since the Battle of Hogwarts, Draco had attended three funerals; Remus and Tonks had been burried three days after the event, Ted had been buried the day after that, and then Theo had been buried beside him the dayafterthat.

	Fourpeople,threefunerals.

	Draco had found out about Lucius' death just one hour after they had lowered Theo into the ground. When Draco thought back to that day, it was all a blur of drizzle, black clothes,and concerned brown eyes. Granger's eyes.

	And,ofcourse,thisblacksuit.

	His mother had bought him the suit back in fifth year, just after Lucius had been arrested.He hadwornitalmostayearago,whenhe'dlettheDeathEatersintoHogwartsand consequently been forced to go into hiding with Snape. It was the only outfit he had in his possession that he had owned prior to that night. With the exception of the night that theDeath Eaters invaded Hogwarts, Draco had only worn the suit to one other occasion before

	theBattleofHogwarts:twoyearsagoatLucius'trial.

	Therewasanironytheresomewhere,buthedidn'tcareenoughtotakenoticeofit.

	Back then the suit had been slightly too big, but now it fit him perfectly, which onlymade him resent it more.

	So, today would be his fourth funeral, and he would watch a fifth corpse being dippedinto the ground like a dead, purposeless seed. Lucius' corpse. A purposeless seed, indeed.

	"How are you feeling?" asked Andromeda.Draco shrugged his stiff shoulders."Indifferent." "I don't believe that."

	 

	
"Well,that'showIfeel."

	Exhaling, she shook her head sadly. "You are allowed to feel something for him,Draco- "I don't-

	"Just listen to me for a minute," she pleaded. "Do you think I didn't feel anything whenI found out Bellatrix was dead?"

	Draco's eyes flashed with shock. "Didyou?" "Yes. She was my sister."

	"Shekilledyourdaughter!"

	"She was still a someone in my life," Andromeda said, her voice quivering. "And when I found out that she had died, there was a faint, but real instinctive twinge in my heart, and it was sadness. Yes, I hated her. I swear on my soul I still hate her, and I will probably hate her until the lonely day I die for everything that she did to me and my beautiful family. Shestole them from me..." She paused to sleeve away some tears and then she took a deep, shaking breath. "But I loved her once. I loved her, just as you loved Lucius."

	Dracoavertedhiseyestothefloor."Ionlyfeelthehate."

	"No, that's all you choose to feel when you think about him, because it's easier," she replied, placing her hand on his shoulder. "I understand that. I really do. But it's okay, Draco. It'sokay tofeelthingsforpeoplewhodon'tdeserveit.It'sokaytofeelthingsthatyoudon'twantto feelforpeoplewhodon'tdeserveit.Ifeveryonecouldstifletheirfeelingstowards undeserving people, the world would be too perfect. We are only human, but we aresometimes at our most beautiful when we feel things we shouldn't."

	Draco continued to study the floor, uncomfortably shuffling his feet and scuffing hisshoes against Andromeda's kitchen tiles. His mouth was dry with the absence of words and his mind heavy with too many thoughts. Thankfully, a shrill, piercing cry saved him from his own silence.

	Andromeda sighed as Teddy began to wail from his Moses basket. Lingering for a momentin front of Draco, she thumbed away a stubborn crease in his tie and then headed for the baby, lifting him up into her arms.

	"He's certainly going to be a loud one," she mumbled, rocking him. "Just like his motherwas. Poor thing."

	Watching them both, Draco felt a pressure build up inside of him; an uneasiness thatmade everything seem a little off-balance.

	"'Dromeda," he started slowly. "How the hell do you doit?" "Do what, dear?"

	 

	
"Carryon."

	She looked up from her weeping grandson. "Because I haveto." "But you've lost everyone."

	"Not everyone," she said. "Not Teddy, notyou." Draco frowned. "Are we enough?"

	"Oh, god," she muttered, looking horrified that he had questioned it. "Of course you are. Without a doubt, you are both more than enough. And I have my other members of the Enlightened, of course. Blaise, Miles, Tracey, Milli...I am very fond of you all. Thismight sound silly, but I...I like to consider myself as a sort of aunt figure to all of you that stayedhere-

	"Much more than an aunt, 'Dromeda," he assured her, and she smiled in response. "ToTheo,too."

	"Yes.PoorTheo."

	"I never did get to really say thank you, 'Dromeda. For agreeing to let Theo be buried nextto Ted. You didn't have to do that."

	"Honestly, I am honoured," she said. "For my husband to have had such a positive impacton someone as damaged as Theo that he would ask...I am very proud. Of both of them."

	Another high-pitched noise cut the air. As the kettle blew its whistle, Teddy's criesgrew louder, as if he was trying to outmatch it.

	"Ohdear,"mumbledAndromeda.

	"Give him here," said Draco, gesturing to Teddy. "I'll holdhim." "No, no, we don't want to crease your suit."

	"'Dromeda, it's fine," he insisted, carefully taking the baby from her. "I really couldn'tcare less about how my suit looks for Lucius' funeral."

	Andromeda looked like she wanted to comment, but she must have changed her mind andshe made her way over to deal with the hissing kettle. Once settled against Draco's chest, Teddy's howling calmed into soft sniffles and those gentle, intelligible sounds that babies make.

	Within the past week he had received a crash-course in baby care from Andromedaand Hermione and, to be fair, he was slowly getting the hang of it.

	"Helikesyou,"saidAndromeda."IsHermionenotgoingwithyoutothefuneral?"

	"No. She offered, but I told her there was no need for her to come. She has no reasonto mourn Lucius at all."

	 

	
"Thenwhereisshe?DidshestayherelastnightoratGrimmauldPlace?"

	"She stayed here, but she headed to Hogwarts this morning with the others," heexplained. "Didn't you hear them leave?"

	"I thought I heard Milli and Tracey leave, but not the others," she said absently. "Youknow that Milli's moving out this evening?"

	"Isshe?"

	"She's going to stay with her uncle in Gloucestershire. I met him yesterday and he's a nice man. And then Luna and Blaise are moving into Xenophilius' house at the weekend, nowit's been repaired."

	"Miles and Tracey, too," said Draco. "Miles inherited the house after his father was killedin the war and I think they're moving in soon. Heard them talking about it. You'll be free of us all soon."

	"...Yes."

	Notingthehintofsadnessinhertone,Dracoglancedinherdirection."What'swrong?"

	"Nothing," she said quickly, but then she tilted her head thoughtfully to the side. "I mean, I knew you would all be leaving soon. This was always just a temporary arrangement, butthe idea of the house being all quiet...well, not completely quiet with Teddy, but still..."

	Her voice faded into a telling silence that made Draco's eyebrows draw together in thecentre of his forehead in a slight frown. Studying her closely, he tried to put himself in her shoes.

	She was hardly young; by the time Teddy was a teenager she would be well into her sixties. Already, the strain of the last week — all the deaths and trying to stifle the grief to care forthis little baby — had added a few grey hairs to her crown and some wrinkles to her brow.As she tipped the kettle to pour some water in a stewpot, he realised her hands were slightly shaking and, despite her best efforts to mask it, he had noticed the tear-tracks staining her cheeks most mornings.

	She was coping fantastically well, almost at a supernatural level, but he had a feeling the cracks in her brave facade would only begin to deepen as time rolled on. Just likebuildings, even the strongest and proudest of people are beaten and battered by time, if not war.

	Teddy had fallen asleep in his arms, so he carefully placed the baby back in his Mosesbasket, tucking him in like Andromeda had shown him a few days ago.

	"Actually,'Dromeda,"saidDraco."TherewassomethingIwantedtoaskyou."

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	
.

	Itwaspathetic,really.

	Somonumentallypathetic.

	Aside from the two young volunteers that Shacklebolt had politely asked to assist with the actual burial of Lucius' coffin in the Malfoy family plot, only two people attended hisfuneral: Narcissa and Draco.

	Draco had held his mother's trembling hand as she had furiously wiped away any tearsthat had spilled down her cheeks during the ceremony.

	Ifyoucouldcallitaceremony.

	Narcissa had said a few words and that had been it; the fact that she didn't even ask Draco ifhe would like to say anything spoke volumes to him. She'd been right not to ask him,though. Had it been up to him, he wouldn't have attended at all.

	The whole thing was over in less than ten minutes and that was that. Lucius wasgone forever, six feet under, neither forgiven nor forgotten.

	Lucius' gravestone, much like the ceremony, was tellinglyshort. Here Lies Lucius Armand Malfoy

	1954-1998

	FinallyatPeace

	As Draco and Narcissa walked a path which led through the Manor gardens from the burial plot, they could see a small group of Aurors near the main gates. Preliminary investigationsand searches were still taking place for any dangerous artifacts that Voldemort may haveused during his stay at the Manor. As a result, Narcissa had been staying in one of the Malfoy holiday homes near the Blashford lakes.

	"I spoke to Mad-Eye earlier," said Narcissa, her voice a little hoarse. "He said that theycould be doing these searches in the Manor for months."

	Dracoscowled."Months?"

	"Yes.Apparentlythey'vefoundafewthingsalready."

	"So you're going to keep staying in Blashford?" he asked. "Until they say you can movebackin?"

	NarcissastoppedwalkingsoDracodidtoo."Actually,Iwantedtotalktoyouaboutthat."

	 

	
"Okay,"hesaidwarily."Iseverythingalright?"

	"I think so. You see, I think I need to get out of Britain for awhile." "You're leaving?"

	"I don't know if I have the strength to return to the Manor, Draco," she sighed sadly."Too many bad things happened in there that I...can't revisit."

	Draco hesitated, confused. "But...where do you intend togo?" "We have a property in Guernsey, and I-

	"Guernsey?Theisland?"

	"Listen to me a moment. I know it's quite far away, but there are Floo links to both theBritish Ministry and the French Ministry if I need anything." She looked down at her feet. "Most importantly, no one there knows me. It's isolated. You know, I've already had some hopeful journalists contact me, asking about Lucius-

	"Tellthemtofuckoff."

	"Draco," she frowned. "I want to be away from it all for a while, until some of it diesdown, at least."

	He tried hard not to understand, but he did. He knew exactly what was going throughhermind.

	On the evening of the day of the Battle, when the sun had just started to sink behind thehills and everything had been bathed in orange, McGonagall had called the attention of all the survivors. Everyone had taken part in a two-minute silence, raising their glowing wands

	above their heads as a sign of respect for the fallen. Thereafter, McGonagall had revealed Snape'sinnocenceanddeclaredthathewouldberememberedasnothinglessthanahero.

	She had also taken the time to note several other, as she called them, "Unlikely Heroes", which included himself, his mother, and the other members of the Enlightened. Draco suspected that McGonagall's main reason for this was to deter the skeptical glances thathad continued to drift over them during the day and, in some respects, it had worked.

	But people had also noticed that Lucius' name hadn't been in that list of unlikely heroes,and many had witnessed him firing curses and hexes during the battle. Everybody knew what Lucius was, but they didn't know enough to not have questions. Like his mother, Draco had also been approached by a couple of would-be journalists to ask about his personal experiences during the war, including the details about Lucius.

	ThedifferencebetweenDracoandhismotherwasthathehadGranger.

	Granger: Potter the Saviour's best friend, and arguably the most loved and respectedteenage witch in Great Britain right now.

	 

	
With barely a glance of admonishment, Granger could stifle the ever-prying press andDraco would be saved from having to deal with any nosy sods who thought they had rights to his

	privatelife.

	Because he was Hermione Granger's boyfriend, and that title certainly had its benefits atthemoment.

	And what was his mother's title? Narcissa Malfoy: Widow of Lucius Malfoy, the DeathEater who killed a teenage boy.

	Even with the support of McGonagall and Hermione, and the knowledge that Narcissahad worked with the Order, people were still wary, and there was little he could do about that. People's minds are dangerously stubborn things that often seek the more sordid and scandalous stories for their own amusement, regardless of the reasoning of their slightly

	softerhearts.

	He didn't blame his mother for wanting to leave. Had it not been for Granger, he wouldhave Apparated his way to the other side of the world by now.

	"Right," he mumbled. "I understand, but...how long are you planning to stay inGuernsey?" "I'm not sure exactly, but at least a year."

	"Ayear?Whatthe...Ithoughtyoujustmeantforamonthortwo.Areyousure,mother?"

	"I'm positive, Draco. I need to...get away," she told him. "And I wanted to know ifyou wanted to come with me."

	Draco'sfacedropped."Comewithyou?"

	"Look, you don't have to. You'll be turning eighteen soon and you'll get yourinheritance-"Mother-

	"But if you're worried about not seeing Hermione as much, she is welcome to come andstaywhenever-

	"No, it's not that," he said, exhaling hard to steady himself. "Mother, I can't live with you,and it's not because of Granger."

	"Oh,"shemurmured,evidentlytryingtoconcealherdisappointment."Well,Iunderstand-

	"I spoke to Andromeda earlier, and I asked her if I could live with her," he rushed out."I'm going to live with Aunt 'Dromeda, mum."

	Hereyeswidenedwithsurprise."Oh.Isee.Well...that's-

	"She took me in despite all of the history with our family," he carried on, hoping she would understand."Andshelookedafterme,eventhoughIwasviletohertobeginwith.Andnow

	 

	
she's alone, looking after her grandson. Her husband, daughter, and son-in-law were allkilled and she's completely alone-

	"Exceptforyou,"Narcissainterruptedwithaforlornsmile.

	"Except for me," he echoed. "I owe her a lot. I can help her out with the kid and just...be there. I care about her, and" — he released an almost nervous breath — "I had hoped thatit might help you two to reconcile."

	"Ah,"shewhispered."Well,yousee...that'seasiersaidthandone."

	"Youbothneedeachotherrightnow.You'vebothlostpeopleyoulove-

	"Draco, I haven't spoken to her in almost three decades. And the things I said toher...nobody should ever say those kinds of things to a sister."

	"Butshe'sforgivenme,andshewill-

	"I haven't forgiven myself for what I said to her," she confessed dejectedly. "The things Isaid were...so awful-

	"Mother-

	"But maybe, now that we have you in common...Perhaps I could come and visit, seehow things go."

	Draco nodded his head, though he suspected that she was saying it more for his benefit."Youshould."

	"Perhaps,"sherepeated.

	"ButyoustillintendtomovetoGuernsey?"

	"I do. But, as I said, you can get there by Floo, and once you've visited a few times,you could Apparate."

	"And...youdon'tmindmelivingwithAndromeda?"

	She hesitated and pursed her lips with contemplation, staring at his face with an expression caught somewhere between hurt and proud. After at least one full minute, she forcedanother smile and touched his face, stroking the ridge of his cheek with her thumb.

	"I will miss you terribly, of course," she murmured gently. "But I think your decision tostay with Andromeda is the right one. And I...I am happy with your decision."

	Heexhaledhisrelief."Thankyou."

	Draco allowed his mother to pull him towards her and envelop him in a desperate,crushing embrace. He also allowed her to sob into the crook of his shoulder, until he could actually feel the dampness of her tears seep through his and shirt and lick his skin. They stayed that

	 

	
way for a long time; longer, Draco suspected, that Lucius' funeral had lasted. When she pulled away, she kept a firm grip on his hand, like she feared he might suddenly floataway.

	"Youokay?"heaskedher.

	"Yes,I'mfine.Justbeingasillyoldwoman."

	Andshereallydidlookquiteoldnow;wornout,infact.

	"Come on," he said, tugging her along as he began walking. "I'll Apparate you backtoBlashford."

	"Draco," she blurted suddenly. "I haven't spoken much about your father today becauseI know you're still angry-

	"Mother,"hegroanedtiredly,"Please-

	"But you must forgive him. Not today or tomorrow or even ten years from now. But oneday, you must forgive him. If you allow that anger to just fester inside of you for the rest of your life, it will haunt you. Do you understand?"

	"Come on, mother, I'm taking you home." She held her ground. "Do youunderstand?" "No, I don't," he said stiffly. "Not at all."

	"Then I want you to think about what you're asking Andromeda to forgive me for,"she rushed out, breathlessly.

	"It'sdifferent!"

	"Is it? Your father and I may have had different victims in different circumstances, butour crimes were the same. I disowned a member of my family because they fell in love with amuggle-born."

	He looked his mother dead in the eye and grabbed her shoulders, trying to calm hisshaking hands. "But you didn't kill someone!" he spat through clenched teeth, and then, in a harsh whisper, "You didn't kill Theo. You didn't kill my friend."

	Narcissabowedherhead."No,you'reright.Ididn't."

	"And Theo...You know what he had to deal with. You know his father was a piece of shitwho strivedtokeephissonasbrokenasapersoncanbewithoutbeingdead!Theocrawledhis way through life with his father's foot pressing down on his back! And then he finally got

	free and he had this...chance. A chance to fix himself and Lucius fucking stole that! Hestole that and he stole him!"

	Dracopulledinabreaththatmadehiswholebodyshudder.

	 

	
"That's why I won't forgive him!" he shouted. "You think it's just all about him disowning me? It isn't! I expected that! What I didn't expect was to have Lucius kill my friend! Doyouunderstand?"

	Narcissa's lower lip quivered as she looked at Draco. She realised now, after listening tohim talk about fathers breaking their sons, that her son had also been broken by his father. Andthat broke her.

	Looking over her shoulder back to Lucius' freshly chiseled gravestone, she wondered if she would always feel this senseless, futile loyalty beating in her heart for her dead, Death Eater husband. It battled ruthlessly with her more rational loyalty to Draco, and it was like a riot between her head and her heart. It hurt her and she had a feeling it would continue to hurther for some time.

	You see, she forgot sometimes. She forgot that her dead husband had killed a boy. Sheforgot. Weakly, she tugged at Draco's hand. "Can you take me home, please?"

	"Mother, I'm sorry," he said, calm now. "I didn't mean to shout at you, butI- "I know, darling. I'm just ready to go home now."

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	With the snap of Apparition ringing in his ears and worsening his alreadyrelentless headache, Draco arrived in the Quidditch field at Hogwarts.

	He studied his surroundings. One week after the Battle, and already Hogwarts waslooking better after her ordeal. But then, that was the wonder of magic; with just a few flicks of a wand, rubble could be shifted and bricks could be stacked. Cleaning up wasn't the issue, it was the repairs that were going to take the longest.

	As he looked now at the resilient castle, he could see the damage to the towers andbastions stretching high into the sky. Some had gaping holes, some seemed to even be tilting hazardously to the side, and some were almost completely gone with only a skeleton of tenacious timber to hold its place. Hogwarts' silhouette had changed so much that Draco struggled to get his bearings as he trudged up the path, intending to find Granger.

	As he walked through Hogwarts, he passed many people along the way, all doing whatthey could to heal the castle's wounds. Some offered him polite nods of acknowledgement, somedidn't.

	 

	
Longbottom, bless his cotton socks, even waved at him with a wide smile. Draco had noidea how to respond to that, so he just bobbed his head and kept on walking, keeping his eyes downcast so Longbottom wouldn't be tempted to initiate a conversation. Several paces later,he encountered Blaise and Luna repairing one of the classrooms.

	"Hello, Draco," greeted Luna airily. "I like yoursuit." "I wore it to a funeral."

	"Icanseewhy.It'sdarkanddepressing."

	"Sort of like this conversation?" retorted Draco, ignoring Blaise's glare. "Either of youseen Granger anywhere?"

	"Notsincethismorning,"repliedBlaise."Howwasthefuneral?"

	"Loads of fun," he quipped with rolling eyes. "I'll tell you about it later, I need to speakto Granger about something."

	"Somethingexciting?"askedLuna.

	"No, nosy," he frowned, turning away from the couple. "If you see her, tell her I'mlooking for her."

	He headed for the Great Hall; it had become the unofficial base of the efforts to restore Hogwarts and it seemed as good a place as any to go. With the exception of a few scuffsand scrapes, the Great Hall was in good condition, and at its centre was a makeshift command station. Spread across some of the House benches were notes about the worst-hit areas of Hogwarts, and adjacent to that was a recuperation area — run by Madam Rosmerta and Ambrosius Flume — where people were welcome to free refreshments between work.

	DracoscannedtheroomforHermione'stell-talebushyhair,andthenscanneditagain

	because sometimes she wore her hair up. Realising she wasn't there, he turned to leaveand look elsewhere, but he hesitated when a glare of Weasley-orange hair temporarily blinded him. Ron and Katie were near the recuperation area, chatting casually and sipping water, evidently taking a break from fixing Hogwarts. Draco considered asking Weasley where

	Granger was, but just as he'd made up his mind that it would probably be easier to searchby himself, Weasley spotted him. With a reluctance he didn't try to conceal (or if he did, hedidn't do it well), Weasley muttered something to Katie and approached Draco.

	"Malfoy," greeted Ron awkwardly, shoving his hands in his pockets. "You're...awfully dressed up today for clean-up duty."

	"Funeral,"hesaidsimply.

	"Oh...uh,"stutteredRon."Areyou...okay?"

	Draco arched a quizzical eyebrow. "Really, Weasley? Are we going to do this friend shit?We agreed to be civil, not friends. Because if you're going to do this friend bollocks every time I see you, I'll just fling myself off a cliff right now."

	 

	
"Youpromise?CanIwatch?"

	In spite of himself, Draco smirked and said, "That's more like it,Weasley." "Yeah, civil works better," nodded Ron. "You're still a wanker."

	"Soareyou,"heretorted."YouseenGrangeranywhere?"

	"Last I heard she was upstairs with Harry and McGonagall. They were workingon Gryffindor Tower, I think."

	"Okay," said Draco, turning on hisheel. "You're welcome, Malfoy!" called Ron. "You're a tosser, Weasley!"

	Backtracking and making his way to the nearest staircase, Draco headed towards Gryffindor Tower. Or tried to. He was hardly familiar with the route to his rivalry house's dorm anyway, and with Hogwarts being as damaged as she was, it was easy to get disorientated. Some staircases (including the Grand Staircase) were still inaccessible, blocked-off corridorscreated confusing mazes, and the absence of many walls meant that you sometimes endedup outside without intending to. After several frustrating detours, Draco climbed his fifth

	staircaseuptoGryffindorTower.

	All the portraits had been taken down and put into a room for safe-keeping, so Draco simply slipped inside and was immediately struck by a blast of wind. Moving through the common room and snaking around the upturned chairs and tables, he followed the source of the windto the large reading room, where a yawning hole in the wall was allowing the wind toinvade the space. Amongst the tumbled bookshelves stood Granger, McGonagall, and Potter, discussing the tower's cavity as they waved their wands to clear some of the debris strewn around the room.

	In a baggy red jumper and an oversized pair of dungarees which were peppered with dirtand mud, Hermione looked like she had been dragged through a filthy field, but it only made Draco grin with amusement. Especially when he looked down at his pristine, tailored suit.

	She spotted him before he could say anything and, with a mumbled apology, she left McGonagall's side and rushed at Draco. Her features were tight with apprehension asshe flung her arms around his neck and held him so tight he choked.

	"I'vebeenthinkingaboutyouallmorning,"shesaid,looseninghergrip.

	"Bloody hell, Granger, I think you broke something," he groaned, rubbing the back ofhis now sore neck. "What was that for?"

	"I'vebeenworriedaboutyou!"

	"Oh, for Merlin's sake...Are you and Aunt 'Dromeda in this together? Because she gaveme an earful this morning, too."

	 

	
Hermione frowned at him. "We both care about you and we areconcerned- "But I'm fine—

	"You'renotfine,Draco—

	"Granger, look at me," he said quietly, waiting until she did. "I really am fine. But maybe tomorrowIwon'tbefine.Ormaybethenextday.Ormaybeseveralweeksfromnow.And

	when I'm not fine, you'll be the first to know; perhaps the only person to know. But today,I promise, I am fine."

	Hermione studied him with narrowed eyes for a moment, and then slowly nodded herhead. "Okay," she sighed. "Okay, you're fine. So...how did it go? Did anyone else..."

	"Turn up? No, just my mother andI." "And how was your mother?"

	"Not so fine. And she..." he drifted off when he remembered he was an earshot ofMcGonagall and Potter, and the latter appeared to be not-so-subtly eavesdropping."Actually, is there somewhere we can go? I need to tell you something."

	"Okay,"shesaid."Actually,IhavesomethingIwanttoshowyou."

	Without further explanation, Hermione snatched his hand, tugging him out of the towerand then down a small corridor just to the side. His surroundings were familiar, but Draco couldn't place how or why, so he just allowed her to drag him along until she stopped at an alcove, and in its shadows there hid a door. It was only when Hermione reached for the

	handle that Draco realised where she had broughthim. Their room. Or rather, their old room.

	The first thing that Draco noticed was that there were no holes in the walls, and thatthe ceiling and the floor were intact. That's not to say the room was unaffected. Much like

	everywhere in the castle, the majority of the furniture was upended and there werevarious belongings scattered around the room. Granger's old bedroom door had been blown off its hinges, and beyond that he could see her window had completely shattered. The bathroom door was open and he noticed that quite a few tiles had smashed and lay broken across the floor like an accidental mosaic. He counted the fallen tiles; there were seventeen. His old bedroom door was shut, and he no real desire to see what was inside; after he and Granger had started their relationship, he hadn't spent much time in it anyway.

	And then, finally, he spotted something on the floor which made him hesitate, and alump formed in his throat.

	It was the book that Granger had asked him to read all those months ago; MartinLuther King's biography.

	Thepictureofthemanstaredbackupathimwithwarm,smilingeyes.Dracobentdownto

	retrieveitwithcareful,gentlehands,andthenheplaceditonanemptybookshelf,fixingitso

	 

	
that he could still see King's amiable expression. When he turned back to Granger, shewas watching his movements intently.

	"It survived very well," she said, gesturing with her arms to the room. "A couple of little dents and bruises here and there, but nothing that can't be fixed. In fact, it's probably oneof the best rooms I've seen so far."

	Draconodded."It'sinprettygoodshape."

	"I don't know why, but I wanted to show you. I thought it was kind of...comforting to seehow well it endured the war."

	"Yes,"hesaidsimply,stillglancingaround."Itfeelsrather...oddbeinginhere,though."

	"I know what you mean," she agreed, nearing him. "I'm not even sure why, but it doesfeel strange. It's like I'm surrounded by ghosts. Every inch of this room rouses a memory."

	"Andnotallofthemaregoodmemories."

	Hermione frowned. "No, not all of them. Most of them, though. Being here makes methink of reading Shakespeare, making tea in the morning..."

	"Ice skating at Christmas, watching the fireworks from your window seat," he added,leaning in to kiss her softly. His lips lingered on hers for a moment, warm and supple; she tasted like apple juice. When he pulled away, he smirked down at her and said, "And, of course, all thesex."

	Hermionescoffedandrolledhereyes."Doyoualwayshavetolowerthetone?"

	"Always," he chided, stealing another quick, cheeky kiss before he turned towards Hermione's bedroom. "Especially when I walk in here. Hey, Granger, you do you fancyaquick—

	"Don't finish that sentence," she scolded. "What did you want to tell me? Aboutyourmother?"

	All the mirth drained away from Draco's sharp features. Brushing away the broken glasson the cushions, he perched himself on the window seat and bade Hermione to join him.

	"Should I be worried?" asked Hermione, warily edgingforward. "No, just come here."

	They sat side by side, feet dangling out of the broken window. The sun was soothingly warm on their faces despite the veil of mist shrouding its glow, and just beyond Hogwarts'grounds,a small herd of Thestrals were gracefully flying south with a flight of swallows. The soundsof all the people repairing the castle were occasionally caught on a wayward breeze, but for

	the most part, it was quiet up here; quiet enough that Draco could hear Hermionenervously tapping the window frame.

	 

	
"Granger, there really is nothing to worry about," he said, holding her hand to still her agitated tapping. "I promise. I just needed to tell you that my mother has decided tomove away for a little while—

	"Areyouleaving?"blurtedHermione.

	"No, Granger, calm down. I'm not leaving. My mother's moving to Guernsey, andapparently Mad-Eye said that nobody can enter Malfoy Manor for a while; not that I was planning to

	movebackinafter..."

	"Everythingthathappenedinthere."

	"Exactly," he nodded. "But it doesn't really matter anyway. I spoke to Aunt 'Dromedathis morning, and I'm going to live with her for a while."

	Hermione'seyeswidened."Really?"

	"She's going to need help with Teddy, and I don't want her to be alone. I mean, she'scoping well with everything, but I think she needs someone to be with her, and when I asked if I could stay, she seemed pretty happy about the idea."

	"Ithinkthat'sagreatidea.Ithinkthat's...verynobleofyou."

	"It's not noble, Granger, it's just returning a favour. She helped me out when I needed itand now I can repay her."

	"Well, I think it's noble," she insisted, squeezing his hand. "So...that was it? You had meall worried about that?"

	"Youhadyourselfworried."

	"You were acting very serious." "I'maseriousperson,Granger."

	"Hm," she hummed absently. "Well, if that's all the news you have, then I have some newsof my own."

	Draco'sbrowcrinkledwithinterest."ShouldIbeworried?"

	"Not at all. I was speaking with McGonagall earlier, and she's decided that all theseventh years are going to have the opportunity to return to Hogwarts in September to take the

	N.E.W.T.s and finish school properly. I've decided I'm going to comeback.""Really? And anyone can come back?"

	"Anyone."

	Draco cocked his head, considering the new information carefully. "Do you think she'd letme come back?"

	 

	
Hermionesnappedhereyestohim,confused."I...didn'tthinkyou'dwantto."

	"Well, I fucked up sixth year and seventh year. I could use all the help I can get. Do you think McGonagall would let me leave at weekends to visit Andromeda?"

	"Idon'tseewhynot.Areyousureyouwanttocomeback?"

	"I think so. I don't really know what I want to do. It was always assumed I'd take overthe family business from Lucius, but I guess that's out the window," he sighed, shrugging his shoulders. "I might as well get some qualifications while I'm deciding what to do."

	Hermionesmiledfondlyathim."Lookatyou,beingallsensible."

	"Plus, it could be pretty decent. You'll get Head Girl again and I can sneak into your dormso we can—

	"Draco. Anyway, McGonagall already asked me and I declined. Last time I was HeadGirl, Hogwarts was almost destroyed."

	He chuckled a little, but it died quickly. The Thestrals and swallows had disappeared intothe distance, and a cloud had sailed into the path of the sun, casting a blanket of darkness. They both shivered in the shadows, huddling a little closer to each other.

	"Whataboutyourparents?"askedDraco."Anynewsonthem?"

	"Not since I spoke to he Australian Ministry on Thursday," said Hermione, her tone sombre. "I'm just waiting for them to confirm a day when I can go to Brisbane and try to restoretheirmemories."

	"Nervous?"

	Her eyes fell to her fidgeting hands. "I...I knew that there was a possibility that I wouldn't be able to restore their memories when I decided to Obilviate them, so...I'll just have to waitand see, I guess."

	Draco could tell she didn't really want to talk about it. To be fair, the sensitive topic had been brought up on several occasions already during the past few days, and the slow processmeant that there was nothing new to say about it. When she had first contacted the AustralianMinistrytwodaysafterthebattle,shehadcriedandrantedandthencriedagain,butsince then she had spoken very little about her parents, and he wasn't going to push her to discuss them anymore than she wanted to.

	The sun was still hiding behind that thick cloud, and a brief, but bitter gust of wind made Hermione's body jerk with a violent shudder. Stifling a shiver of his own, Draco shruggedoff his suit jacket and draped it across her shoulders, but she tried to push it away.

	"No,I'mfilthy,"shesaid."Andyouneedtowearthisagaintomorrow."

	"It's nothing a quick Scouring Charm won't fix," he insisted. "Anyway, I wasconsidering wearing a different suit tomorrow. You know, something in bright yellow. I think Snape

	 

	
wouldhaveappreciatedtheirony."

	Hermione cracked a smile as she pulled his jacket around her. "How are you feelingabout Snape's funeral?"

	"I don't know, really," he confessed, his expression thoughtful. "I mean, I've known himsinceI was a toddler, but I don't really know in what context. We weren't exactly close, but he was always there. He was such an odd man, though. I think he was even stranger now after youtold me about his creepy obsession with Potter's mother."

	"Youthoughtthatwascreepy?"

	"Alittle.Hewasobsessedwithawomanwho'sbeendeadforseventeenyears."

	"Itwasn'tanobsession,itwasunrequitedlove,"arguedHermione."One'sdangerous,and one'stragicallybeautiful.AndIthinktodosomethingforsomeoneyouloveiswonderful, but to do something for someone who doesn't love you is possibly the closest thing to perfection that any person could hope to be. When Harry explained everything that Snapehad done, I was speechless."

	"That's because you're a romantic, Granger," he said. "But, yes, I certainly respected theman, andIknowwhathedidforme.AndwhenyoutoldmeabouthisfeelingsforPotter'smother, I understood what he said to me."

	"Whatdoyoumean?"

	"Ididn'ttellyou?IsawhimwhenIwastryingtofindyouduringthebattle."

	"You told me you saw him just after Pansy was killed, but you didn't mention muchabout anything he said." Intrigued, Hermione leaned in closer. "What did he say to you?"

	"He told me that I should be grateful," he explained, his voice quiet and contemplative."ThatI should be grateful that you love me back."

	"I do love you," she said, beaming at him. Tilting towards him to plant a kiss on his cheek, oblivious to the slightly vexed and pensive expression on her lover's face. Patting his leg,she then shifted her weight to rise from her seat and said, "Come on, we should get back and—

	"No, Granger, wait a moment," he rushed out, snatching her hand to keep her still."There's something I need to say."

	With a curious gaze, Hermione twisted so she was facing him, sensing the gravity in histone. "What is it?"

	"I just...I need you to understand," muttered Draco hesitantly, pulling in a deep breath. And then he began. "I'm never going to be a man who tells you how lucky I am to have you, even though I know I am. I'm never going to be a man who tells you that you're beautifuleveryday, eventhoughyouare.AndI'mnevergoingtobeamanwhotellsyouIloveyoueveryday, even though I do. And I really do, Granger."

	 

	
"Iknowyoudo,"shesaid."Iknow."

	"And I'm sorry that I'll never be that kind ofman— "Draco, don't—

	"No, Granger, let me finish," he interrupted. "I'm sorry that I won't tell you these things, butI will show them to you until you tell me not to, and probably even then. And you and I are inevitably going to yell and scream at each other, and we're going to say stupid things, butthey won't mean anything. What I'm telling you right now is what I mean and it's whatmatters. Do you understand?"

	"Of course I do," said Hermione calmly. "I know we are going to be fine, Draco. Better than fine. I mean, we're going to have more obstacles and issues to deal with in the future, butthe worst of it is over and we survived."

	Draco didn't reply; he simply watched her, but he was forced to squint as that stubborn cloud finally glided out of the path of the sun's rays, freeing the light. It embraced the bedroomlike an old friend, illuminating every crook and corner with a dazzling brilliance, and the warmth reachedouttostrokebothoftheirfaces.Baskingintheglowandfeelingcompletelycontent,

	Hermione bent forward to kiss him again; just a small, swift kiss to savour thealmost nostalgic moment on their broken window seat.

	When they pulled apart, Draco took a moment to glance around the room, wonderingwho would live here next and if they would understand the significance of what had happened within these walls. He wondered if they would slip on the bathroom tiles, or if they would make tea the muggle way in the kitchenette, or watch the fireworks out of the window, or read books on the window seat.

	"Come on then," said Hermione, breaking his trance as she rose to her feet. "We have a lotof repairing to do. We've been in here quite a while."

	With a curious feeling of reluctance that he didn't really understand, Draco left the securityof their window seat, following Hermione as she left her old bedroom and went into the lounge. As he trailed behind her, he still found himself looking around, studying the sitting area attentively, hunting for more memories in the quiet details of the dorm. By the time hereached the door, he had scrutinised every inch and all the space between, yet he still looked over his shoulder as he stepped over the threshold, taking it all in one last time before heclosed the door behind him.

	Andthentheroom—theirroom—wasempty.
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	Inclusion:AnEpiloguetoIsolationforThoseWhoDesireIt

	~.~

	Eleven YearsLater

	Andromeda flinched as she tried to shift Teddy's suitcase toward the front door. At fifty- seven,herbonesgroanedalittlelouderandlongerthantheyusedto;onlytheotherdaya

	sneeze had triggered a series of painful spasms up her spine. Caring for a toddler for thepast decade certainly hadn't helped, not that she would have changed that for the world. It was times like this, though, that she really missed Tonks and Ted. It was hard to think about all

	the things that they had never had a chance to see as Teddy grew at a blindingly fast pace. She worried about him, too, and all the moments that had been stolen from him in thislife without his parents.

	But Teddy had been an absolute joy. He had brought her just as many smiles as Tonks had, if not more. The pride she felt when she looked at him was, at times, awe-inspiring. For a child who had been denied so much by cruel circumstances, he was a responsible, bright, and kind young man. And, despite the fact that it would probably give her some much-needed rest,she was really going to miss his presence when he left for Hogwarts tomorrow.

	Fighting the inevitable tears that would no doubt come in torrents the next day, sheattempted to move another one of Teddy's suitcases, but she got the angle completely wrong, and her back twitched in agony just as the front door opened.

	"Ow!Bloodyhell!"shegasped.

	"Aunt 'Dromeda, what the hell are you doing?" asked Draco, rushing to her side. "Whydidn't you just use magic?"

	"BecauseIleftmywandintheotherroom."

	 

	
"Whydidn'tyoujustAccioit?"askedayounger,smallervoice.

	Despite her pain, Andromeda smiled and lifted her head to meet a set of curious,dark-grey eyes. "Hello, Taura."

	With a little aid from Draco, Andromeda adjusted her crumpled posture and practicallyscoopedthegirlupintoawarm,familiarembrace.Taura'sbushy,blondehairtickledher nose, as it always did, not that Andromeda cared at all. Behind them, Draco's eyes softenedas he watched the pair.

	"You've learned the Summoning Charm?" asked Andromeda, pulling back to peckTaura's cheek. "You really are such an intelligent young witch, sweetheart."

	"Yeah, you try having a five-year-old who already knows some incantations," grumbledDraco, shooting his daughter a look. "Impressive, yes, but also terrifying. Granger and Ihave taken to locking our wands away, just in case."

	Andromeda chuckled in spite of herself. "Then I guess we should be grateful shehasn't inherited her father's mischievousness."

	"Yet,"hefinished."Comeon,let'ssityoudownandI'llmakesometea."

	"HermioneandTheonotwithyou?"askedAndromedaastheymovedintothekitchen.

	"No, Theo's in the final stages of teething and screaming bloody murder, so I thought I'dsave your eardrums."

	"Hereallyisveryloud,"agreedTaura.

	"They'll be at King's Cross tomorrow, though," continued Draco. "I only popped aroundto make sure Teddy was all sorted for tomorrow."

	"DidTeddygethispet?"askedTaura,hereyesanimated."Whatdidheget?"

	"Yes, he did, darling. He got a barn owl. I'm sure he'll let you have a little play with her.Why don't you pop up to his room and see her?"

	The words had barely left Andromeda's mouth before the little witch practically sprinted for the stairs and clumsily ascended them. They heard her small footsteps padding aroundupstairs until there was a gentle, polite knock at a door. In spite of himself, Draco grinnedas his first-born excitedly invited herself into Teddy's room with an enthusiastic tone that reminded him more and more of her mother. Taura Andromeda Malfoy was every inch

	HermioneGranger'sdaughter,andhethoughtthatwasperfect.

	Turning back to his Aunt and sitting at the table, Draco cocked an eyebrow as he studied the dark shadows tucked beneath her eyes and the new wrinkles that certainly hadn't been therea week ago. "You okay, 'Dromeda?"

	"Me? Oh yes, I'm fine. Are you okay? I remember the teething days, and those weresome sleepless nights."

	 

	
"Indeed,"henodded,rollinghistiredeyes."AccordingtoMum,hegetsitfromme."

	If Taura Andromeda Malfoy was Hermione Granger's daughter, then Theodore OrionMalfoy was definitely his son. Although not yet a year old, Draco was already drawing parallels between his son and stories his mother had told him about how he'd behaved at that age. If Theo was half as smart as his sister, they were going to be in trouble by the time he reachedthree.

	"Your Mum sent me a letter wishing Teddy luck for tomorrow," said Andromeda,interrupting his thoughts. "She's going to come over for lunch after Teddy's gone to Hogwarts."

	Her voice faltered slightly on the final syllable, and Draco noticed. "Hey, if you're goingto miss having a kid around, you can borrow Theo for a few days."

	"There's a big difference between an eleven-year-old and a one-year-old,Draco." "Fair point. So, how is Teddy feeling about tomorrow?"

	"I'm not really sure," sighed Andromeda. "He seemed fine at Diagon Alley today, but hewasa bit distracted. It was very quiet in town."

	"I read in the paper that there are only a few new students going this year. It said itwas because they were the 'War Babies' and the birth rate was low that year for…obviousreasons."

	"Yes, there are only eighteen First Years. But then apparently the next couple of yearswill have more students; a typical post-war baby boom."

	Draco frowned and drummed his fingers against the table. "Seems so long ago now.Strange to think there will be children going to Hogwarts this year who weren't alive during it."

	"That doesn't mean they weren't affected byit." "Makes me feel fucking old, too."

	Andromedagrinned."You'llalwaysbeyoungtome."

	"That's because you're old," he smirked, glancing at the stairs. "Well, I came to have achat with Teddy."

	"I think he'd like that. You go ahead. I'll keep Taura busy withsomething." "As long as it's not your wand, you should survive."

	As Draco left the kitchen and headed upstairs, he couldn't evade the wall of nostalgiathat crashed into him. This had been his home for four years after the War, and despite the residual horrendous memories from those months that haunted the house, he had been

	comfortable living here with Andromeda and Teddy. It was a creaky home with more cobwebs than candles, yet it had always felt warm and secure. Even now, as he scaledthe

	 

	
stairs, he knew which steps would squeak beneath his feet after sneaking back homefrom Granger's and trying not to wake Teddy as a toddler.

	He gently tapped the door and pushed it open, hesitating in the doorway so he couldwatch two of the most important people in his life. His daughter was gracelessly slumped on the floor, thumbing her way through Teddy's pile of new books with a wild, fascinated expression. Teddy, perched on his bed, watched her with amusement while gently stroking his young barn owl, although Draco could sense his cousin was tense with buried nerves.

	Teddy's hair was a vibrant shade of red, a colour that had often tinted his hair when he'd felt nervous as a young child. His Metamorphmagus abilities obviously enabled him to alter itat will, but every now and then it would subconsciously reveal his dormant emotions.

	Despite everyone commenting on how much he looked like Remus, Draco saw more ofTonks in Teddy's young features, but perhaps that was because he had known her betterthan her husband. Teddy might have the responsible, reserved demeanor of his father, but that

	inquisitiveandadventurousglintinhisever-changingeyeswasdowntohismother.

	"So, you get a new pet," said Taura, captivated and intrigued. "And you get to read allthesebooks?"

	Teddychuckled."Yes."

	"You are so lucky! I can't wait to go to Hogwarts. Aunt Luna said that Ravenclaw has ahuge library in their tower-"

	"There is another big library that Slytherins can use," interrupted Draco."And so can theother Houses, whatever they're called."

	"They're called Hufflepuff, Ravenclaw, and Gryffindor," she listed, tilting her head knowingly. "And Mum said you need to stop trying to get me to pick Slytherin. She saidit was a rule."

	"Well, your Mum's not here," he quipped, coming into Teddy's room. "Althoughyour obsession with rules probably means you're destined for Gryffindor anyway."

	Tauraclimbedtoherfeetandbeamedplayfullyathim."Wouldyoustillloveme?"

	"Yes, I'd just like you a lot less," joked Draco, grinning down at her. "I need to have alittle chat with Teddy. Can you go downstairs, please?"

	"Do you fancy letting Agatha out for a fly?" asked Teddy, holding out his new owl."She could do with stretching her wings."

	The young Malfoy didn't hesitate; she flung out her arm as Teddy carefully transferred the owl with care, ensuring that Taura could handle the weight and inelegance of Agatha.Once she achieved some semblance of balance, the young witch practically skipped out of the room, and Draco closed the door behind her so he and Teddy could have some privacy.

	"Agatha?"questionedDraco,takingaseatonthebedoppositehisyoungcousin.

	 

	
"It was the name of Dad's owl," replied Teddy, looking down with thoughtful eyes. "I likeit." "What's wrong, kid? Are you nervous about tomorrow?"

	"Weren'tyou?"

	Draco cast his mind back almost twenty years to a very different version of himself. "No,but my circumstances were different. I knew a few other students in my year before Hogwarts,

	likeBlaiseandTheo."

	"Thatmusthavemadeiteasier."

	"It did. But you know, Granger didn't know anyone before Hogwarts, being a Muggle-born, and she made friends easily enough. I mean, she could have been a bit more selectiverather than just settling on Potter and Weasley, but she's always felt the need to care for patheticthings."

	"Isthatwhyshemarriedyou?"retortedTeddy.

	Draco's lips twitched with mirth. "I have taught you well. See, with that wit, you'llmake friends easily. But learn from Granger's mistakes and be picky."

	"I'm not really that worried about meetingpeople." "Then what is it?"

	Teddy grimaced and looked down again, his hands fidgeting in his lap. "It's thesortingceremony."

	"Whywouldthatbotheryou?"askedDraco,hisbrowknittedwithconfusion.

	"I don't know…I just feel like whichever House I'm in, someone will be disappointed.Mum was in Hufflepuff, Dad and Harry were in Gryffindor, and then you and Gran were in Slytherin. I can't please everyone."

	"Well, what on Earth made you think you need to please anyone? If you're thatconcerned with others' opinions, then it sounds like Slytherin's off the table anyway."

	"Soyouwouldn'tbedisappointedifIdidn'tendupinSlytherin?"

	Draco exhaled and offered Teddy a reassuring half-smile. "Well, it sounds like a lot of hassleto disown you, so I guess I'd just have to deal with it. Honestly, kid, you can choosewhatever House you like."

	"EvenHufflepuff?"

	"Hufflepuff?" repeated Draco, but he adjusted his tone and nodded in surrender. "Yes,fine, even Hufflepuff."

	Teddy'sstunnedgawkshotuptohiscousin."Really?Butyoumakefunofthem."

	 

	
"I make fun of everyone," he shrugged. "Besides, the only Hufflepuff I really knew was your Mum, and she turned out okay. And the common room is pretty close to the kitchens, sothat'sa bonus."

	"So, it really wouldn't botheryou?" "It would not."

	"And you wouldn't bedisappointed?" "I wouldn't be disappointed."

	"Andyou'llstopmakingfunofthem?"

	Draconarrowedhiseyeswithjest."Don'tpushyourluck,kid."

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	Carrying his slumbering daughter over the threshold of his home, Draco sighed with reliefat the blissful silence that shrouded the house. Crookshanks, now flecked with flashes of grey

	fur, greeted him at the door and purred at his feet. Taura snored lightly in his arms ashe moved through the hallway, ducking his head into the study and kitchen, searching for

	Granger. He eventually found her in the living room on the sofa, cradling their son, buther agitated eyes flew up to meet his as he kicked the door a little harder than he'd intended.

	"Be quiet," whispered Hermione, and despite the low volume, it was a harsh whisper."I literally just got Theo to sleep and I swear I will kill you if you wake him up."

	"Oh, foreplay," Draco whispered back, gently settling down Taura in an armchair. "Whydon't you just put him to bed?"

	"I'mscaredifImoveI'llwakehimupagain."

	Draco shifted his eyes down to his youngest; his fragile wisps of ashy-blond hair were periodically stirred by Hermione's breaths, and his cheeks were flushed and still damp with tears. While Taura's baby months had been a breeze of easy days and nights, Theo had beena lot more challenging, and he had probably cried more in his first week alive than Taura everhad.

	As Hermione had taken parental leave with Taura, Draco had taken parental leave for Theoand had been perpetually exhausted for nine months. There had barely been a fistful ofnights

	 

	
uninterrupted by his son's screams, but Draco had gone back to work a couple of monthsago, and now he and Hermione rotated days to care for the children.

	They both worked for the Ministry: Hermione for The Department of Magical Law Enforcement as the Head Advisor for the Wizengamot, and he for The Department of International Magical Cooperation as Deputy Manager of the International MagicalTrading Standards Body, with a particular specialty in potion trading. Both of their careers were thriving, and the Ministry had been more than accommodating to their childcare needs, particularly when Theo had suffered from blood poisoning at only five-months-old. So,

	despite the insomnia and skull-splitting headaches, the memory of sitting in St. Mungo's, desperate and aching to hear his son's wailing, always reminded him to be grateful hisson was here at all.

	Grateful. That was definitely the word. Grateful for his life and those init. "Are you okay, Draco?"

	Hermione's low murmur snapped him out of his reverie and he looked at her. Really lookedat her.Aboveanythingelse,hewasgratefulforher.Evennow,overadecadeaftertheir isolation at Hogwarts, sometimes it still struck him speechless how much she meant to him.

	If he believed in romantic and pathetic notions like soul-mates, he would say shewas definitely his.

	Yes.Verygrateful.

	"Here, give him to me," said Draco, reaching forTheo. "Be careful!"

	"It'sfine,he'soutofit."

	He sounded more confident than he felt as he gingerly handled his son and apprehensively settled him into the nearby Moses basket. The moment Theo was settled, he muttered a quick Muffling Charm over both of the children before he slumped heavily down onto the sofanext to his wife.

	"So,howwas-"

	Dracointerjectedwithahardandprolongedkiss,gatheringherclosetohischesttodeepen

	the moment. He let it linger for a while, and when he pulled away, she was smiling brightlyat him with hooded eyes and rosy cheeks.

	"What was that for?" she asked, feathering some pecks against hisjawbone. "Have I told you I love you this year?"

	"Yes, back inMarch."

	"Oh, never mind then," he shrugged, chuckling when she playfully flicked his arm. "Ido though, you know."

	 

	
"Iknow."

	"Good.SoTheo'sstillbeingapaininthearse?"

	Hermione nodded and rubbed her eyes. "I think he's almost finished teething. Your sonsure has a set of lungs on him, though."

	"Very much like Nott did, I reckon. Perhaps naming him after Theo was asking fortrouble." "Well, you were the one to suggest it."

	Indeed, although Draco didn't regret it at all. When they had been sat in St. Mungo's, frantic and fearing the worst, Draco had wondered if naming his son after his tragic friend hadbeen some sort of eerie foreshadowing. But then he'd come to realise that, like Theo Nott, Theo Malfoy might just be unlucky; one of those people that life seems to treat a little harsher for no conceivable reason. At least this Theo would have a father who loved himunconditionally.

	DracohadevenquestionedifTheo'sillnesshadbeenfate'spunishmentforhislifebefore

	Granger and their room at Hogwarts. He felt so far away from his teenage self now; like that spitefulversionofhimselfwasnothingmorethanastranger.Sometimes,justbeforehe drifted off to sleep, a dark and unwelcome memory of something he'd said or done toGranger would flash across his mind, and he would cringe until it faded.

	He liked who he was now: imperfect but decent, which is all anyone can really hope tobe. "Draco?" said Hermione. "Did you hear me?"

	"Sorry,what?"

	"IaskedhowTeddywas?"

	"He was fine. A littlenervous." "Well, that's understandable."

	"And he wants to be in Hufflepuff," he grumbled, glaring at Hermione as she eruptedwith laughter. "What is so funny, Granger?"

	"S-sorry," she choked out between giggles. "And how did you react tothat?" "Appropriately, believe it or not."

	"Idon'tbelieveit."

	"Well, I did," he said. "I told him he could choose whichever House he wanted...evensoddingHufflepuff."

	"Thenyoudidtherightthing.Youknowyouropinionmeansalottohim."

	 

	
"And then your bloody daughter started talking like a proper Gryffindor. I'm obviously just destined to grow old surrounded by Hufflepuffs and Gryffindors. This is my punishmentfor being a dickhead teenager."

	"Don't be so melodramatic," she said, smiling and sitting up. "Come on, we need to getthis pair to bed. We have an early start tomorrow. Harry, Ron, and Luna are aiming to get there for about ten, so-"

	"Weasley'scoming?Merlin'sarse,thisdayjustkeepsgettingworse."

	"If you stop whinging and help me get the kids to bed, I might know how to end your dayona high."

	Draco's eyebrows shot up with intrigue. "Is that you trying to flirt, or are you going totrick me into helping you alphabetise your books again?"

	Hermionesmiledandkissedhimslowly."I'mtryingtoflirt,Draco."

	.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	 

	.

	Platform 9¾ was a bustling swarm of bodies before ten o'clock. Perhaps all the additionalpressaboutthissetofFirstYearsbeingthe'WarBabies'hadrousedpublicinterest.There was already a substantial herd of journalists weaving through the crowd like snakes, tryingto identify family members of the smallest group of First Years Hogwarts had ever received.

	Draco fought the urge to use Theo's pram as a battering ram when a couple of themheaded toward him, but apparently his scowl was enough to deter them.

	Beside him, Hermione had lifted Taura into her arms to better keep an eye on her amongthe chaos. Fortunately, some of the platform attendants had noticed the disorder and were ushering the fifty or so journalists away from the waiting Hogwarts Express until, finally,

	therewasroomtobreathe.

	"Ah,hereyouare,"afamiliar,airyvoicespoke."Blaise,Ifoundthem!"

	"Luna!" Hermione exclaimed, immediately lowering Taura to the floor and envelopingher friend in a customary embrace. "It's so good to see you."

	Behind them, Blaise meandered his way through the horde to their small clearing, clutching his daughter close to his chest. Upon seeing them, Hermione stepped forward to offerBlaisea hug, which he accepted somewhat awkwardly as he tried to balance his child on his hip.

	"Don'teventhinkaboutit,Lovegood,"remarkedDraco.

	 

	
"I wasn't thinking about anything, Draco," shesmiled. "Well, that I can believe."

	Draco ignored the glower that Blaise fired at him as he untangled himself fromHermione's arms and set his daughter down beside Taura. Nova Brigid Zabini was the mirror image of her father, except for the thick mass of black curls crowning her head and her silver-grey eyes. She was four-years-old, only six months younger than Taura and, naturally, the two intelligent young witches showed all the signs of an enduring friendship.

	"SincewhendoyouhugGranger?"Dracoaskedhisoldfriendashecametostandbyhim.

	"I think the question is since when has Granger hugged me?" He peered into the pram that Draco was still holding. "Nice to see Theo asleep, for a change. Don't be rude to Lunaagain or I'll wake him up just to piss you off."

	Draco rolled his eyes. "She knows I'm only messing with her. Do you get more sensitivewith each new grey hair that sprouts out of your head?"

	"Don't be smug, you'll get them soon; especially if Theo carries on screaming your rooftilesloose."

	But then, Blaise hesitated, and his expression darkened with severity. "Seriously, though,is he all better now?"

	"Yes, he's fine. His last follow-up appointment was lastweek-" "You didn't say anything."

	"Well,Grangerdidn'twantpeopleworrying.Anyway,he'sallclear."

	"Good," said Blaise, grinning and gracing Draco with a friendly slap on the shoulder. "I wasa bit concerned about my godson for a while."

	"Metoo,"headmittedquietly.

	"Headsup,"warnedBlaisewithanod."IthinkIjustspottedtheWeasleys."

	The moment his godfather had uttered the words, Theo's chestnut-brown eyes reluctantly blinked open and he began to whimper and gargle his protests. Grumbling a few profanities under his breath, Draco quickly scooped up his son in an attempt to resettle him. Glancing over his shoulder, Draco saw them; it wasn't just Ron, Katie, and their children, but alsothe families of his brothers Fred, George, and Bill. They moved like one vast sea of red hair.

	"IthinkTheo'sallergictoWeasleys,"saidDraco.

	"That'simpossible,"Taura'slittlevoicecountered."Maybealltheredhairjustupsetshim."

	Both Draco and Blaise barked out short gusts of laughter at her comment. "There'shope you'll be in Slytherin yet, my girl," said Draco, ruffling her hair.

	 

	
The Weasley clan slotted themselves into the space occupied by the Malfoys and Zabiniswith some difficulty. There were sixteen of them, after all. Ron and Katie had threechildren: the twins, Milo and Hugo, aged six, and a younger daughter called Lila. Then there were

	George and his wife Angelina with their two boys, Maximus and Jonah. Next were Fred and his husband Lee Jordan, and their adopted daughters: Maisie and Eleanor. Finally, way atthe back, were Bill and Fleur with their daughter Victoire.

	Draco certainly didn't know all their names (hell, he doubted they did), but Grangerknew each and every one and went about hugging as many as she could. In spite of himself, he grinned as his eyes followed her; after the year they'd had, it was soothing to see her so

	carefreeandjovialamongstherfriends.

	"Hello,Draco!"shoutedFred,pushinghiswaytowardhim."Howareyou?"

	"Which one are you again?" asked Draco, only half joking as he still tried to pacifyTheo'ssniffles.

	"Hey, Malfoy. Hey, Zabini," greeted Ron, standing at his brother's side. "Are youokay,Malfoy?"

	"Well, I was doing pretty well until your small army woke up mykid." "Is Teddy not with you?" asked Fred.

	"Yeah,he'sinmypocket,obviously."

	"Oh, there he is!" shouted Ron, pointing to the other side of the platform. "And there'sHarry and Ginny with him!"

	"Ohjoy,"scoffedDraco."Morepeople."

	Their growing throng seemed to shift as one like the tide toward the final arrivals, and Draco took advantage of the distraction to tuck his slightly composed son back in his pram. Teddy and Andromeda neared the group alongside Harry and a heavily pregnant Ginny. Their two sons, James and Albus, rushed forward to the others, yanking Teddy along with them untilhe was seemingly swallowed by his waiting crowd of well-wishers.

	"Merlin's grave," muttered Blaise to Draco. "Do you think there are enough people hereto see him off?"

	"Iwouldsaymorethanenough."

	"Hello, boys," said Andromeda, appearing from nowhere and instantly smothering Blaise ina hug. "Thank you so much for being here today."

	Despite her beaming eyes and sincere smile, Draco could tell she'd been crying. "Areyou keeping it together, Aunt 'Dromeda?"

	"I'm just happy so many people came to see Teddy. Don't keep asking me if I'm okay; itwill just make me worse"

	 

	
"Andromeda!" exclaimed Hermione, joining their little cluster with Luna close behind."How are you doing? Are you-"

	"Stop,Granger,"saidDraco."You'llsetheroff."

	The Hogwarts Express roared its low, aging whistle and the conductor bellowed out aten- minute warning.

	"Oh dear," said Hermione, looking from Draco to Andromeda. "You two should probablygo and say your goodbyes."

	"Bugger,"sighedDraco."Thisisgoingtobeshit."

	"You just swore," said Taura, wagging her finger like a miffed teacher."Twice." "Tattletale," he retorted, looking at Hermione. "She's definitely your daughter."

	With a reassuring smile, Hermione gently cupped her husband's face, clearly sensinghis apprehension. "Go on. Go and say goodbye to Teddy."

	Unable to ignore it, Draco realised that there was a heavy sense of sorrow now sitting inthe pit of his stomach as he contemplated Teddy's imminent departure. He had grown so much fonder of the boy than he could have ever predicted eleven years ago. He knew that, to Teddy, he had become somewhere in between an older brother and father figure, as had

	Potter, although he was reluctant to admit that they shared such an important role forthe same person.

	Snaking their way through the others, Draco and Andromeda found Teddy speakingwith Harry. A solemn hush seemed to have descended on the entire platform now as family members muttered sad goodbyes to the other First Years waiting to board the train.

	"…Will see you at Christmas," Harry was saying. "Trust me, it goes by soquickly." "Okay," nodded Teddy, reaching up to hug him. "I'll miss you."

	"I'llmissyou,too."

	Teddy then flicked his sad eyes to Draco, and Harry took a step back to allow themsomespace.

	"How are you doing?" Draco asked his youngcousin. "I'll be fine."

	"You really will be. Just remember, if some goofy-looking Gryffindors start talkingabout some evil lord, you ignore them and come straight home."

	Teddy chuckled half-heartedly. "I'll miss you,Draco." "Of course you will."

	 

	
Without a warning, Teddy rushed at Draco and wrapped his arms around his torso with atight grip. "I know you hate hugs, but-"

	"It'sfine,"Dracoassuredhim,pattinghisback.

	Pulling away, Teddy finally turned to Andromeda, who was now allowing her tears tofall freely. Draco stood to the side, accidentally finding himself near Potter.

	"He hugged me longer than he hugged you," saidDraco. Harry scoffed. "No, he didn't."

	"Prettysurehedid."

	"How did you react to the whole Hufflepuffthing?" Draco shrugged nonchalantly. "Fine. You?"

	"Fine."

	"Liar."

	"Well,you'relying,too."

	They exchanged a short but knowing glance just as the final warning whistle echoed around Platform 9¾'s sentinel catacombs. Teddy told his grandmother that he loved her andhugged her for much longer than he had hugged Draco and Harry combined. With a parting wave to everyone who had gathered to wish him farewell, he boarded the train.

	DracofeltHermione'sarmswindaroundhiswaistandheplacedahandoverhers,twisting hisheadtokisshercheek.Therewasagentletugonhisotherhand,andhelookeddownat his daughter, lifting her up so she could better see the train. Theo's pram was at his otherside, pushed there by Blaise, and Draco peered down to watch his sleeping son for a moment.

	Andromeda was stood close by, dabbing her damp face with her handkerchief, but smilingall the same. The train's engine rumbled like an impatient dragon and then, slowly, it started to crawl forward. Inside the carriage, Teddy waved frantically out the window, as did his two

	newcompanions.

	"I'mnotlookingforwardtodoingthiswithTauraandTheo,"mumbledHermione.

	"No, me neither," Draco admitted quietly, holding Taura a bit tighter and peckingher forehead. "A while to go yet, though."

	But as the Hogwarts Express drifted further and further away, and Teddy blurred intothe distance, he knew that the time would pass quickly. He also knew that it would be fine. Everything would be fine. Because all was as it should be.

	 

	 

	ChapterEndNotes

	 

	
And now it really is done. I promise to try and finish my other fic Dark Water andDying Eyebrights for anyone who's still reading it and, once again, I sincerely apologise that I promised this when Iso finished and I'm delivering it five years later. I hope this is okay and you like it!

	Bex

	 

	
PleasedropbytheArchiveandcommenttoletthecreatorknowifyouenjoyedtheirwork!
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