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            1. a bump on the head

 








DISCLAIMER: I own nothing except the plot. Everything else is the property of J.K. Rowling.









A/N: Harry and Draco are in their seventh year, Ginny is in her sixth. Many of the Death Eaters, including Lucius Malfoy, are in Azkaban.























"You call it madness, but I call it love."

 -Don Byas









CHAPTER ONE



(a bump on the head)









“Weasley! Weasley! Weasley!” 









Flying high on the quidditch pitch, Ginny Weasley grinned, exhilarated, and slapped her brother Ron a high five as she zoomed past him. She had just executed an awesome stunt that involved nearly falling off her broom, but it was worth it. She had scored a goal, and now Gryffindor was ahead by 10 points. It seemed the crowd would never stop cheering. 









It was the first game of the season, and the entire school had turned out to watch. With Draco Malfoy and Harry Potter, seekers and longtime rivals, leading the two talented teams, the match promised to be an exciting one. And so far, it had been. The players on both teams seemed equally matched, and the score was almost always tied. 









Even though less than half the crowd supported them, the Slytherins were a great ball game. Most especially Draco - not only had he become a more daring and skilled flier, he had also made some good decisions in picking his team members. They were formidable opponents. 









The score was now 80-90, in favor of Gryffindor. The crowd erupted in cheering again as Ron pulled off a spectacular save, keeping the Gryffindors in the lead. “Weasley! Weasley! Weasley!” 









Unfortunately, right then a bludger zeroed in on Ron and crashed into his stomach. He doubled over in pain, his broom swerving wildly. Almost before anyone could react, the Slytherins scored a goal. 90-90. 









Ginny, frustrated, sped towards the quaffle. They had lost their lead! As soon as she passed the ball to her fellow chasers, they weaved around other players in an intricate pattern that led them directly to the Slytherin goalposts. 









Above her, she saw Harry searching for the snitch, and some distance from him, doing the same, was Draco. Despite herself, she grinned at how good they looked - one had white-gold hair above his jade-colored robe, the other was in a crimson robe with a head of jet-black hair. But they had the same tall, lithe form, and wore identical expressions of intense concentration. Good thing she hated Malfoy and no longer had a crush on Harry, otherwise she would be seriously distracted. 









She turned away to catch the quaffle as a teammate tossed it to her. She hurled the ball at a goalpost, but the Slytherin keeper deflected it, keeping the score tied. A Gryffindor player darted forward to intercept the quaffle before a Slytherin player could catch it. 









Then Ginny, by pure chance, saw it. The golden snitch. It was darting around a Slytherin goalpost, glinting in the sunlight. 









She looked up. To her horror, Draco's eyes were trained on the snitch, while Harry's attention was diverted. He was dodging a bludger. 









The Slytherin began speeding towards the snitch, the light of triumph in his eyes. Harry wheeled around, instantly saw and assessed what was happening, and plunged into a dive. The goalpost was between them, but Draco was much closer - even on his Firebolt, Harry couldn't possibly beat Draco to the snitch. It looked like the game was lost. Ginny could see the controlled panic in Harry's expression. 









But two things happened immediately to change the course of the game. 









One, the quaffle was thrown at Ginny, and she caught it automatically. 









Two, a bludger came haring after her. 









Ginny didn't have time to think. She knew only that Gryffindor had to win. 









And, grasping the quaffle with both hands, she used it to hit the bludger towards Draco. It caught him squarely on the head, and he gasped at the force of the impact, his eyes rolling back in his head. 









Harry caught the snitch almost immediately. Triumphant, he held it up. 









The stadium exploded in cheers. “GRYFFINDOR WINS!” Madame Hooch shouted. 









But Ginny didn't hear the announcement. Her eyes were fixed on Draco, who seemed to be having trouble with his broomstick. The Slytherin veered to one side, then another. He was only holding his broom with one hand, with his other he rubbed the bump on his head. As Ginny watched, his grip loosened, and he toppled sideways. 









Ginny inhaled sharply and shot forward. Without thinking, she reached out to steady him. 









But by the time she got to him, there was, to her surprise, nothing left to do. If he was in the least bit dizzy, he hid it well. His silver eyes were clear, sharp, and he brushed her hand away. His tone was incredulous. "What are you doing?" 









Ginny blinked, feeling a bit foolish. "I thought you were going to - er - fall off your broom." 









Draco rubbed the bump that was forming on his head. "Your concern is touching, Weasley, but unnecessary. The bludger did little more than knock me off course." 









"I wasn't aiming at your head," Ginny said, by way of apology. 









Draco shrugged. Without another word, he flew away. 









By the time Ginny got down, the rest of the players had descended. The Gryffindors were jubilant, the Slytherins disappointed. She found Harry in the crowd and headed for him. 









Hermione got to him first. “You won!” she squealed, throwing her arms around Harry. 









Harry laughed, pleased. Spotting Ginny, he moved towards her and slung his arm around her shoulder. "Thanks to Ginny." He grinned down at her. "I don't know if what you did was allowed, but it worked." 









Ron appeared then, sweaty and exultant, and Hermione threw her arms around him too, an action which made his ears go so red they almost glowed. “You were magnificent, Ron!” Then she pulled away, looking worried. “Are you all right? I saw the bludger coming, but I couldn't warn you, it was terrible!” 









Ron seemed quite unable to speak until Hermoine finally released him. Then, still flushed, he grinned at his sister. "That was bloody brilliant, Ginny! We won, and you gave Malfoy a bump on the head!" 









"At least my bump on the head didn't damage my brains, Weasley. Unlike yours." 









The four of them - Harry, Ginny, Hermoine, and Ron - whirled at the familiar sneering tone. 









Draco Malfoy, his blond hair in a rare state of disarray, surveyed them all coolly. 









"I don't have a bump on the head," Ron snapped. 









Draco raised an eyebrow. "Then it must have been long ago. Unfortunately, its effect on your intellect has yet to wear off." 









Ron sputtered. Hermione opened her mouth to make a retort, but was silenced when Draco stepped towards Ginny and extended his hand towards her. 









His silvery gray eyes were veiled. “Congratulations, Weasley.” 









Ginny's eyes widened in surprise, but she automatically reached out to shake the hand he had offered. For lack of anything better to say, she came up with, “What?” 









Her companions, especially her brother, looked equally dumbstruck. 









A lazy smile curled the corners of Draco's lips, and in that moment, he looked rather handsome. His hand was warm, his grip firm. “It was your win, not Potter's.” 









Then, releasing Ginny's hand, he turned and walked away. 









Ron regained his wits and started to go after the Slytherin, but Hermione held him back. “Leave it alone, Ron." 









"I'll give him a bump on the head --" 









But Madame Hooch bore down upon them before Ron could elaborate on his threat, a smile on her face, congratulating them on their win. She had come to retrieve the snitch, but not before she collared Ginny to ruffle her hair and compliment her on her flying abilities and innovative tactics. No, there was nothing in the rules against what Ginny had done. 









It was only when Harry released Ginny to strap the snitch back into its box that she realized, with faint surprise, that he had had his arm around her. 









-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:- 









"We almost won," Vincent Crabbe grunted after the match, in the Slytherin common room. 









Despite the loss, Draco smirked, recalling all too well the look on Harry's face when it looked like the Gryffindors had lost. "At least I beat Potter," he said with a shrug. "Or I would have, if not for Ginny Weasley." 









In an effort to commiserate, Gregory Goyle scowled and nodded in agreement. But he didn't do much more. Unlike Crabbe, who had accepted without question Draco's decision not to let the two of them join the Slytherin quidditch team, Goyle felt resentful. But only a little. He knew he wasn't a very good flier. 









Draco ignored Goyle's pouting and reflected for a moment on Ginny Weasley. Normally he would have called her "weasel," but he felt that her incredible, admirable resourcefulness warranted his respect. He would probably never forget that glimpse he had gotten of her just after the bludger came at him from nowhere: her red hair a long, windswept mass around her face, those brown eyes huge and shiny, the crimson quaffle grasped tightly between her slender fingers. 









Of course, maybe he only remembered Ginny Weasley as being beautiful in that frozen instant of time because the bludger had destroyed his senses. He rubbed the bump on his head. 









"Drakie-poo!" 









His reverie interrupted, Draco didn't bother to glance up. He knew who it was. Pansy Parkinson perched on the armchair beside him, and Draco stifled a silent groan as she brushed an errant lock of pale hair from his face. 









Smiling, she cooed, "You were terrific, Drakie-poo!" 









Draco cleared his throat. He held nothing against Pansy - okay, maybe he held her annoying nicknames and whiny voice and malicious pettiness against her - but he had only put up with her because his father had ordered it. And his father had only ordered it because she was a pureblood. And now his father was in Azkaban. The logic was simple. As of this year, his seventh in Hogwarts, Draco no longer had to put up with Pansy. 









So he said, and even with a semblance of charm, "I appreciate the compliment, Pansy, but since we lost, you can see why I have a problem believing you." 









Pansy laughed, a shrill sound. "But you really were terrific, Drakie. If it weren't for that Weasley girl, you would have beat Potter." 









Seeing that subtlety wasn't working, Draco tried another tactic. 









"I just lost a quidditch match to Gryffindors, Pansy." Draco buried his head in his hands dramatically. "If my father were here I don't know what he would say... I think of him in Azkaban, confident that I'm out here in the free world showing all the mudbloods what we Malfoys are made of..." 









Draco wondered, beneath his pained outburst, if his theatrics were working. Judging from Pansy's face - or what he could see of it as he surreptitiously peeked between his fingers - they were. He decided to lay it on a bit thicker. "I can't bear the idea of my father being disappointed in me... I must be left alone, I must work out what to say..." 









Even Pansy couldn't ignore so broad a hint, and she left. To Draco's irritation, Crabbe and Goyle decided that he also wanted them to leave, and they went away too. 









Thus, left alone by the fire in the Slytherin common room, Draco fell into brooding. 









He wondered with mild interest if Lucius Malfoy even thought of his son in Azkaban. But he didn't really care. He had stopped caring the day his father first used the Cruciatus curse on him, years ago. Now the only person that mattered was his mother, Narcissa. She didn't care too much about quidditch. 









Actually, the only thing his mother cared for nowadays was Draco. She felt that her biggest fault lay in allowing her son to be ill-used by his father, and she thought that the best way for the wounds inside Draco to heal was for him to receive unconditional love from someone besides his mother. Some nice girl who wouldn't hurt him. Narcissa had never voiced it, but she plainly felt that Pansy wasn't that girl. 









Some nice girl. Draco didn't doubt that one would come along, in fact, he expected it. But not anytime soon. He just didn't think his future girlfriend was to be found in Hogwarts. The problem was that he knew everyone in Slytherin, and wasn't interested in any of them. Also, he was indifferent to most Hufflepuff girls, he knew most of the females in Ravenclaw were smart enough to stay away from him, and the Gryffindors weren't even worth considering. 









Perhaps after he graduated, he would meet someone. 









After a moment, Draco abandoned the common room and retreated to the solitude of his dorm.























A/N: Sorry if it sucks…





        
    
        
            2. protective instinct

 








DISCLAIMER: I still own nothing.























"The heart has reasons that reason does not understand."

 -Jacques Benigne Bossuel









CHAPTER TWO



(protective instinct)









A weekend, and Draco was in Hogsmeade - fortunately, due to a simple lie on his part, without Pansy Parksinson by his side. He had simply pretended he was sick, and now, he ducked into the nearest shop everytime he heard her familiar whiny voice drawing near. A small price to pay, to be spared her attentions.









The wind was chilly. Draco walked down the street, past a line of curious little shops, Crabbe and Goyle by his side. All three of them were carrying bottles of butterbeer for warmth.









(Purchasing the butterbeers had been a nuisance - a horde of Gryffindors were huddled around one table, playing some foolish game that involved the spinning of a bottle and stupid dares. When they entered, it seemed that the most recent dare had been for some Gryffindor to kiss the next person to walk through that door, and since that person was Goyle, the Gryffindors had prudently decided to tone down the dare. A flying kiss would do. The look on Goyle's face when a mousy-looking girl had tentatively blown him a kiss was priceless.)









Recalling the experience, Draco scowled. Ginny Weasley had been in the group, and despite himself, he had found himself thinking of her after that quidditch game last week. Not often, but randomly: while eating a meal, walking down a corridor, or listening to a lecture. It bothered him, but only a little, because he knew nothing was going to happen anyway. She was a Weasley, and he was a Malfoy.









A particularly strong gust of wind swept past them, but Draco ignored the cold. He, Crabbe, and Goyle were headed for the Shrieking Shack.









A rumour had been floating around that an escaped Death Eater was hiding out there. But as far as Draco could tell, very few people (all of them students) were aware of the rumour - the Slytherins could be eerily secretive when they wanted to be. Many of their own parents being Death Eaters, ex-Death Eaters, or at least sympathetic to Voldemort and his followers, it was in the Slytherins' interest to keep this particular rumour to themselves.









Draco wanted to see for himself if it was true. He didn't question why he felt it necessary. Perhaps he wanted to remind himself of the fate he had escaped by defying his father. Perhaps he saw his father in this vagabond Death Eater, and a twisted loyalty made him feel as though he should help the wretched man escape. Perhaps he wanted to hear what the Death Eater had to say about the path he had chosen to take. He didn't know, and he didn't care.









He just wanted to see.









Cautiously, Draco proceeded towards the Shrieking Shack. Crabbe and Goyle lumbered after him. Draco glanced at them with a hint of affection: what they lacked in brains, they made up for in loyalty. His quest to search for the Death Eater was pointless and reckless, but they stayed with him anyway.









The wind howled around them. Draco looked around. For a moment he thought he saw a flash of red behind one of the trees, but the glimpse was so fleeting that he dismissed it as a figment of his imagination.









He strode forward swiftly, until he was close enough to touch the dilapidated wooden walls of the Shrieking Shack.









Draco hesitated. Then he peered into the dark depths of an open window.









What happened next was so sudden and surprising that none of them had time to react. A bony hand shot out, gripping Draco by the throat, and even as he reached up to try and free himself, a wand appeared in his rapidly blurring vision. The hand was terrifyingly strong - Crabbe and Goyle were taking too long to react - already Draco felt the pain in his throat, saw black dots swirling before his eyes -









A voice rasped out. A female voice. It sounded like a spell.









Draco felt himself go rigid, and the hand loosened. In the first sweet moments of release, Draco thought of nothing but the welcome air flowing into his lungs, everything else blurring into the background. By the time he recovered, he realized that he couldn't move, and that Crabbe and Goyle were also still and unmoving. A Freezing Charm?









His eyes flew to the face that had appeared in the window.









She looked like someone who had been pretty once, who would have held a hint of that prettiness as she aged, if not for the bitterness etched onto her features. Her hair was grimy. She glared at them, hatred in her eyes, and her voice was croaky from lack of use when she spoke. "You! You're Lucius Malfoy's son!"









Draco couldn't respond. He didn't want to. Whatever he had expected, it wasn't this.









"You look just like him," she sneered. "He was furious when you refused to get the Dark Mark. Ranted and raved about it to the rest of us for days."









She kept her wand pointed at him. Crabbe and Goyle had paled into insignificance. "I don't know how you found me here, but I'll let you know that I'm leaving. I can see I'm not safe here." She paused. As if to herself she murmured, "I could use one of the Unforgivable curses... but for what? More trouble for me... more chance of getting caught..."









She coughed, and for an instant, Draco almost felt sorry for her. Then she spoke again.









"You're worse than I am, Malfoy," she wheezed. "I could never betray my own father - they say that in Azkaban, he still screams about you at night - how you put him there -"









Draco's eyes darkened at that, but he was helpless.









Finally, the Death Eater retreated into the darkness. A few minutes passed. The Slytherins were tense, waiting. But she didn't come out again.









Draco tested his limbs, but he still couldn't move. How long would it take for the spell to wear off? His eyes darted around, assessing the scene.









Three bottles lay abandoned on the ground, spilling butterbeer out into the soil. Crabbe and Goyle were frozen, panic in their eyes. No one knew they were there. The wind was blowing stronger now, colder.









Draco inhaled. He was going to stay calm.









A familiar redhead chose that moment to emerge from the trees, her wand held out

in front of her.









-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-









Ginny was aghast at the scene she had witnessed.









She had only been taking up a dare. She and a bunch of other Gryffindors had been passing time by playing a harmless little game with simple rules: they formed a circle around a spinning bottle, and whoever it pointed to had to pick between Truth or Dare.









When the bottle had stopped on Ginny, she chose to do a dare before Ron could ask her something about Harry. Lately, it seemed, he was really keen on getting the two of them together.









Harry always laughed when Ron tried to matchmake him with his sister. "Just because you're dating Hermione doesn't mean I have to date Ginny," he would say, with his easy, charming grin. "Why do couples always want other people to be part of couples?" And Ron would back off, but never for long...









A dare it was, then. Some idiot - was it Dennis Creevey? - had come up with the notion of making Ginny go inside the Shrieking Shack, alone. And she was to come back with something to prove that she had been there.









So Ginny had smiled to show that she wasn't scared, put on her coat, and slipped out into the windy afternoon.









She should have chosen truth. "Who here do you see yourself dating?" "Harry, but only because he's slightly better than everyone else in this group." Which was, actually, the truth. The guys in Gryffindor were such weenies. Ravenclaw had all the good-looking males. (A good-looking Slytherin popped into her mind, but she quickly banished the thought. No point wasting time fantasizing about the vicious attractiveness of a Malfoy.)









And when she was within sight of the Shrieking Shack, she saw that three people were already there. Crabbe, Goyle - and Draco. Instinctively, not wanting to go through an encounter with older Slytherins when she was so obviously outnumbered, she ducked behind a tree. She thought for a moment that Draco had seen her, but since he didn't react, she decided he hadn't.









There was no time limit on her dare. And no point in getting into a scuffle. She'd wait them out.









Then that witch had emerged out of nowhere, putting the Freezing Charm on all three Slytherins before Ginny could blink. It seemed she had even attempted to strangle Draco. Ginny's first instinct had been to rush out and help them, but then the witch had poked her head out of the window and started talking, and Ginny realized she would be better off observing for awhile. After all, she was virtually invisible in her hiding place. If she jumped out now, the witch would put a Freezing Charm on her, and the situation would only end up worse.









Finally the Death Eater - by then Ginny had gathered what she was - stopped talking. And vanished. Ginny waited for a few moments, making sure she was really gone, then she stepped out.









Three pairs of eyes flew to her immediately.









She knelt in front of the nearest person, who happened to be Draco. And she tried to remember a spell she could use to undo the Freezing Charm.









Nothing came to her. Frowning, she ignored the murderous glint in the Slytherins' eyes as they rotted while she racked her brains.









Then a memory came to her: the D.A. Dumbledore's Army. Harry teaching them a new spell...









Ginny tested it out on Draco. Nothing happened. She changed the "d" in the spell to a "t,' and tried again.









Draco groaned and sat up.









"Yes!" Ginny cheered. She stood up, turning away to remove the freezing charm from the other Slytherins.









"Took you long enough," Draco muttered. But his retort was uttered in such a low, lifeless tone that Ginny quickly looked at him.









He sat with his back straight, directly facing the dark window from which the witch had emerged. His face was clouded, and Ginny, recalling the things the witch had said, realized how much they had hurt him.









She hesitated. Then she went to Draco, kneeling in front of him. Her brown eyes were warm and direct, meeting his pale gray eyes without flinching.









"Forget her," she said softly. "Unless you regret anything you've done."









A silence. Ginny watched the conflicting emotions on Draco's features, and she had to restrain the urge to touch him. She had never seen the supremely confident Slytherin looking so vulnerable before.









Then all the emotions on his face coalesced into one: shock. Before Ginny could turnto see what had stunned him, he had lunged forward, pulling her into his arms. The word Crucio registered faintly on her senses as his arms tightened around her, his body twisting so she landed beneath him. Crushed between the ground and Draco's hard, unyielding body, Ginny could barely breathe.









Then she saw the Death Eater in the window. Ginny gasped. Thanks to Draco, the Cruciatus Curse had hit the ground harmlessly. But now the Death Eater was rallying nicely, swinging her arm to point her wand at them, her mouth opening to shout out another spell -









Ginny felt Draco wrench her wand out of her grasp. Until that moment, she hadn't realized she was still holding it. In one lithe motion, Draco whirled, keeping her body protected with his, her wand extended in front of him. "Stupefy!" he shouted, just as the bright flash of another Cruciatus Curse sliced into his chest.









For an instant - for an eternity - Draco emitted a terrible sound, writhing. Clearly, he was in agony. Then, stupefied, the Death Eater dropped her wand, and Draco collapsed onto Ginny, panting. Sweat stood out on his brow.









Ginny was having difficulty breathing under Draco's weight, but at that moment, feeling gratitude and an intense protective instinct towards him, she would have died rather than pushed him off her. Instead, she put her arms around him. Tenderly. She stroked his back and made soothing sounds.









Then Draco stiffened and shot up. He said nothing, but their gazes met and held. His was hard and closed.









He turned away. Quietly, coolly, he said, "Call someone for the Death Eater. I'll see to Crabbe and Goyle."









Ginny reeled back at the change in him. But she recovered quickly. She lifted her chin. Without another word, she turned and walked away from the Shrieking Shack.























A/N: Thanks to whoever bothered to review the first chapter… so, what do you think about this next one?





        
    
        
            3. weasley vs. malfoy

 






 DISCLAIMER: Oh, if only I owned more than my dumbassed plot. 



















"If I'm not in love with you, what is this I'm going through?"

 -Faith Hill









CHAPTER THREE

 (weasley vs. malfoy) 





 "You deliberately endangered yourselves by going to the Shrieking Shack! You all know that students are discouraged from going there. That Death Eater could have murdered you!" 





 It was Sunday, just before dinnertime. The day after the scene at the Shrieking Shack. 





 Minerva McGonagall, magnificently furious, directed the full force of her glare at the four students in front of her. Crabbe and Goyle cowered. Ginny winced, but managed not to lower her head. And Draco Malfoy - well, one wasn't born into a prominent and prominently arrogant wizarding family for nothing. He met her gaze squarely, his eyes hooded. If he felt any hint of remorse or fear, he hid it well. 





 That further aggravated Professor McGonagall, and she lashed out at the Slytherin. "I would have expected you of all people to know better, Malfoy! Crabbe and Goyle have already told me that you knew beforehand of the Death Eater's presence in the Shrieking Shack." At this point Draco looked evilly at his minions, and they flushed dully. 





 "And yet you went there," Professor McGonagall went on. "Knowing full well what a Death Eater is capable of!" 





 Draco flinched at that not-so-veiled reference to Lucius Malfoy, and the Transfiguration teacher calmed down slightly. 





 "Thirty points from Slytherin for each of you," she snapped at the boys. Then she turned to Ginny. "As I understand it, you showed up there not on a foolhardy quest to seek out a Death Eater -" and here she narrowed her eyes at Draco - "but simply to fulfill a dare. Ten points from Gryffindor." 





 Ginny exhaled a quiet sigh of relief. 





 Professor McGonagall snorted. "I wasn't done, Miss Weasley. Furthermore, you all have detention with Mr. Filch every night for the next two weeks. Including weekends," she said. 





 She saw all four students wince. Good. She hoped that impressed upon them the utter foolishness of what they had done. The Death Eater, who refused vehemently to identify herself, was now in Azkaban, under a heavily guarded cell, classified as 'extremely dangerous.' Hogwarts students wand to wand with an 'extremely dangerous' Death Eater! The professor inhaled, quelling her temper. 





 "You may go." Professor McGonagall sat down heavily behind her desk, and beckoned the students out of her office. Hunting out Death Eaters! Taking up dares to go to the Shrieking Shack! Merlin, but idiots some students were... 





 Outside, Ginny gathered her nerve as the three Slytherins started walking down the corridor towards the Great Hall, for dinner. Taking a deep breath, she took off after them, and placed herself right in Draco's path. 





 He stopped, looking down at her. 





 Ginny cleared her throat. "I wanted to - er - I wanted to thank you." 





 Draco's gaze was cool, distant. "For what?" 





 "For what you did," Ginny said stiffly. "When we were at the Shrieking Shack." 





 He shrugged. "You're welcome." 





 And with that, he moved around her and went on his way, flanked by Crabbe and Goyle. 





 -:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:- 





 "When we asked for proof that you'd been to the Shrieking Shack, we didn't mean that you should bring a Death Eater," Seamus Finnigan joked. Everyone, even Ginny, laughed. 





 Ron didn't. "It's not funny," he grumbled. He waved the Daily Prophet accusingly at his sister, who knew full well what it said.. 







An escaped Death Eater is brought to justice. The Death Eater, who refuses to divulge her identity, was discovered in Hogsmeade; specifically, in the Shrieking Shack, which has the distinction of being known as the most haunted place in all of England. The renegade witch was subdued by four Hogwarts students - a testament to the quality of Defense Against the Dark Arts education in Hogwarts, if not to the school's disciplinary committee. After all, Hogwarts students are strongly discouraged from venturing near the Shrieking Shack, in doing so, they violated an indirect command. In fact, a Hogsmeade official said, 'It's a miracle those students are alive. All it would have taken was the Avada Kedavra curse







 Ron scowled. "Mum will kill me! It'll be a miracle if I stay alive after Mum bawls me out for not protecting you!" 





 "Come on, Ron. It's not like I was hurt," Ginny pointed out reasonably. 





 She had decided not to tell anyone that Draco was the reason she hadn't been harmed. She knew Draco wouldn't relish the thought of everyone at school gossiping about how he had saved a Weasley. Not that she cared what Draco wanted, but since he had protected her, refraining from embarrassing him was the least she could do. 





 "You could have been," Harry said seriously. 





 Ron brightened at that display of concern, and Ginny groaned silently. "But I wasn't, and that's that." She decided to change the subject. "I have detention for the next two weeks. I won't be able to attend Quidditch practice." 





 Harry took it well, but Ron was upset. "We have a game with Ravenclaw coming up!" 





 "I can handle it." Ginny paused. "What I can't handle is the fact that I have to spend detention with Malfoy, Crabbe, and Goyle." 





 Seamus burst out laughing. "Three against one. That really isn't fair, is it?" 





 Ron began to look upset again. "Seamus, if Dean is busy with Lavender, why don't you go hang out with Neville? Stop causing me headaches." 





 Seamus chuckled, and Hermione smiled. "Actually, it's one against one. Crabbe and Goyle won't bother you, Ginny, unless Malfoy says so." 





 "Weasley versus Malfoy." Seamus grinned. "Has a nice ring to it." 





 "Weasley murders Finnigan," Ron mumbled. "Sounds even better." 





 -:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:- 





 "That's not fair!" 





 Ginny, outraged, scowled at Draco, who was lounging lazily in an empty bed. Doing absolutely nothing. In contrast, Ginny was grimy and sweaty, having just finished scrubbing out exactly five bedpans - yes, she was counting - without the use of magic. And all the while, Crabbe and Goyle did Draco's work for him. 





 "Fair?" Draco glanced at her. "Not that it's any of your business, Weasley, but Crabbe and Goyle owe me. They ratted me out to McGonagall, remember?" He decided not to mention that Crabbe and Goyle had been horrified at the idea that they had betrayed him, hadn't even thought that that was what they were doing. They had only been saving themselves from McGonagall's wrath by telling her what she wanted to know. They would never have ratted him out if they'd known that was what they were doing, but since they had, they were incredibly repentant, and had readily volunteered to do his detention for him. 





 "What I remember is that they wouldn't have gone to the Shrieking Shack in the first place if it hadn't been for you. In my opinion, you owe them, Malfoy!" 





 Draco smiled blandly. "Fortunately your opinion doesn't count for much." 





 Ginny wanted to grab the pillow from under that swelled blond head and pound him with it. Right then, if she'd been holding her wand and had the ability, she would have cheerfully cast the Cruciatus Curse on him. 





 Sensing what she wanted to do - and knowing that she wouldn't do it, not with Filch drinking tea with Madame Pomfrey in her nearby office - Draco chuckled. "Don't get so bothered, Weasley. What Crabbe and Goyle do for me doesn't affect you." 





 Oblivious, Crabbe and Goyle continued to scrub out bedpans a few beds away. Ginny looked at them, then back at Draco. Then, clenching her fists, she marched off towards the next bed, where she bent back to her task. Her motions were rigid with suppressed frustration. 





 At one point, her motions became so strong that the scrub she was using flew out of her hands, sliding under the bed. Ginny muttered a curse that singed even her own ears. Pushing the bedpan aside, she bent and shoved her arm under the bed, groping around for the scrub. 





 Draco's eyes widened, and he sat up to enjoy the view. Ginny was on all fours as she searched for the scrub, and unbeknownst to her, her derriere was presented very invitingly. Grinning, Draco watched as she wiggled with her upper body under the bed. It was crude, but he couldn't think of any other way to put it: she had a nice ass. 





 Then Crabbe and Goyle caught his eye. The two bulky Slytherins had also paused in their work to stare at Ginny's butt in the air. Feeling vaguely annoyed, Draco said, more sharply than he had intended, "Get back to work, will you? You have to finish cleaning your bedpans and mine before Filch comes back." 





 Ginny's hand closed around the scrub, and she straightened up, looking irritated. "They're doing your work for you, Malfoy. Don't be such a slave driver." 





 Disappointed now that the show was over, Draco flopped back down on the bed. In a sanctimonious tone, he said, "A slave driver? Crabbe and Goyle are not slaves, Weasley. I can't believe you'd think that." 





 Sarcasm was an art that every Malfoy had perfected. Unable to come up with a retort, Ginny, bowing to superior forces, decided not to answer. She went back to scrubbing out the bedpan. 





 Draco, denied a bout of verbal sparring, scowled. Surreptitiously, he observed the youngest - and, in his point of view, the most interesting - of the Weasley children. He couldn't believe no one was coming up to him to chortle about his temporary lapse into insanity - and that was what protecting Ginny against the Death Eater had been. Insanity. The key word was 'temporary.' He wouldn't waste time on a Weasley again. Even a Weasley who had restrained herself from throwing him to the gossips. 





 Against his will, Draco thought of his father. 





 Lucius Malfoy despised the Weasleys. Once, it seemed, Molly Weasley had scorned him, and he never forgave her for that insult. His hatred spilled out to Arthur Weasley and the children. In fact, sometimes Draco wondered how Arthur had even managed to get anywhere in the Ministry of Magic, considering all the unfavorable gossip that Lucius filled the Minister's ears with at every opportunity. 





 But Lucius wasn't obsessive. Many other things in his life were more important to him than his hatred for the Weasleys. Still, he never passed up a chance to attempt to ruin them - Draco remembered, a bit guiltily, how Lucius had once used You-Know-Who's childhood diary to attack Ginny. If he wasn't obsessive, he was focused. Lucius never forgot or forgave anything... 





 "That's it!" 





 Ginny, unable to take another moment of watching Draco Malfoy laze around doing nothing, succumbed to the urge to physically harm him. 





 She threw the scrub at him. She had perfect aim; it hit the center of his forehead. Exactly where Ginny had intended it. The dirty scrub landed in his lap, soiling his robes. 





 Draco was up like a shot. "What the hell?" He glared at Ginny, who for a brief moment looked more shocked than he was, rubbing the red mark that was growing livid on his forehead. "I swear to Merlin, Weasley. First the bludger, now the bloody scrub. If you hit me on the head one more time..." 





 Ginny nearly sneered at him. "You'll what?" 





 She couldn't recall ever being so pissed off in her life. Her irritation with Draco Malfoy began right after the episode at the Shrieking Shack, when she had time to reflect on how annoying his shifty moods were. It had worsened when he so cavalierly dismissed the thank-you which had been a struggle for her to say. And now, faced with his infernal laziness, his egotistical certainty that he deserved Crabbe and Goyle's slavish devotion to him - Ginny's temper had snapped. 





 Draco picked up the scrub and tossed it back. His own aim was impeccable; the scrub landed precisely in the center of the half-clean bedpan. Which was where he had wanted it. Behind Ginny, Crabbe and Goyle had perked up, sensing a threat to their leader. Draco signaled for them to stay where they were. He could handle Ginny alone. 





 "Violence seems to be a trend for Weasleys," he commented, deliberately seeking to provoke her temper. 





 "Arrogance seems to be a trend for Malfoys," she snapped back. "Every single Malfoy I've known is a threat to society." 





 Against his will, Draco smiled. Then he realized what he was doing, and his smile vanished, replaced by the trademark Malfoy sneer. He cast about for something to say that would hurt Ginny. "Every single Weasley I've known is a bloody do-gooder. Except for one." He saw a flash of pained comprehension in those brown eyes, and doggedly pressed on. "Percy Weasley. How did your parents manage to raise such a snivelling suck-up?" 





 Ginny paled. It was a low blow. Pressing her lips together, she turned without a word and went back to work. 





 A silence descended. Ginny finished her bedpan and got started on another. Meanwhile, in the same amount of time, Crabbe and Goyle between them managed to get four bedpans done. 





 On the bed, Draco found himself simmering. Damn, but he was bothered. No, not because he had hurt Ginny. Hell no. But because.. 





 The longer it took for him to come up with a reason, the more annoyed Draco became. He sat up in bed, and glowered moodily at Ginny, who pointedly ignored him. By now she didn't look hurt, she looked mad. For some reason, that made Draco feel a bit better. 





 He turned away from Ginny, but kept his eye on her. However, she must have thought he was no longer watching, because suddenly her shoulders drooped and her movements slowed. A myriad of emotions flickered across her face: bitterness, regret, sorrow, wistfulness, love. Most of all love. Despite everything, Ginny still loved Percy. Her strayed brother. 





 Draco winced. He had to apologize. 





 "Bloody hell!" he exploded. Ginny glanced at him, and he gave her his most heartless glare. She didn't look at all intimidated. Yep. No force on earth would make him say "I'm sorry" to a Weasley. 





 Still, the fact remained that he owed her an apology. 





 So Draco got up and made his way over to Crabbe and Goyle. "Hand me a scrub," he muttered sullenly. 





 Blankly, they stared at him. 





 "A scrub!" he snapped. 





 Goyle looked around for an extra scrub and handed it to Draco. 





 And Draco Malfoy, heir to one of the greatest fortunes in the English wizarding world, bent down. (Narcissa had nearly gotten into a duel with Lucius, but in the end she managed to overturn her husband's decision to disown their son after his refusal to become a Death Eater).He checked to see if Ginny was watching; she was. 





 This was his apology. He fumed to himself. Ginny Weasley could take it or leave it. 





 And, holding the scrub like a weapon, Draco started to clean a bedpan. 

















 A/N: Thanks to everyone who reviewed! 



        
    
        
            4. afraid to lose

 








"Love is but the discovery of ourselves in others, and the delight in the recognition."

 -Alexander Smith









CHAPTER FOUR

 (afraid to lose)









Midnight. Draco was a spectre with changing hues, one moment shadowed in darkness, the next bathed in silvery moonlight. He carried his broom with one hand as he strode swiftly towards the quidditch pitch.









It was after curfew, but Draco wanted to practice. Slytherin had a game with Hufflepuff the week after the next, and his detention was still in place, so he wouldn't be able to practice with the rest of the team at a decent hour. After that last game with Gryffindor, another defeat would make it harder for them to win the Quidditch cup.









And he refused to let that happen. He was going to defeat Weasley and Potter if it was the last thing he did. And by Weasley he didn't mean Ron, but -









Ginny!









He came to a stop, blinking. Her appearance was so sudden, so perfectly timed, that he couldn't help feeling as though he had conjured her with the intensity of his thoughts.









She looked flustered, the night wind whipping her hair into a tangle of fiery strands. Her brown eyes were luminous, pearly. Her black robe contoured itself around her shapely figure. Plenty of girls were lovelier, but right then Draco felt that Ginny was unrivalled in simple appeal.









"You're not allowed to be here," she told him, almost automatically.









He allowed himself a smirk. "Always the prefect. Sadly for your credibility as an enforcer of rules, Weasley, neither are you."









She glared at him. "I'll go through another two weeks of detention if it means you'll be punished for breaking the rules.”









Draco would have made another wiseass retort, but his eyes had zeroed in on the broom clutched in Ginny's fingers. The broom he saw in his nightmares of losing at quidditch. He found himself saying instead, incredulously, "That's Potter's Firebolt!"









"So? I borrowed it from him because I need to practice for our match with Ravenclaw this weekend."









The parallel in their situations struck him, but he had no time to think about it. He was too busy glaring at the Firebolt. "And Potter actually lent it to you?"









"No, I snuck into his room and stole it."









At the sarcasm - and the idea of Ginny sneaking into Potter's room - Draco's eyes narrowed. Without thinking he said, "I'll race you."









Race her? Ginny glanced at him. "That's not a good idea."









"Afraid to lose?"









Her temper sparked. "Fine. Let's do it. Can you handle losing?"









"Don't waste your time worrying about the consequences of a Malfoy losing. It won't happen."









"You must have forgotten our last match, then. Did the bump on your head destroy your memory?"









Bantering back and forth, trying and failing to insert real malice into their retorts, the two mounted their brooms.









Ginny turned her face away from the moonlight to hide the agitation on her face. Race with Malfoy? What possessed her to agree? She was asking for trouble!









And for his part, Draco was also making an effort to conceal his irritation with himself. Was he crazy? She had a Firebolt! He was setting himself up, not only to lose to a Gryffindor girl who was younger than he was, but to lose to a Weasley!









He wanted to take back the challenge.









“Ready to lose?” he asked, calling on his enormous reserve of arrogance. The world would have to be falling down around his ears before he betrayed any hint of his thoughts.









“Ready to face the world tomorrow knowing that you lost to a younger female Gryffindor who also happens to be a Weasley?”









Draco scowled. Could she read thoughts? And anyway, if he lost, it would only be because she had Potter's bloody Firebolt. “Luckily for you, the losing of Weasleys to Malfoys is commonplace, so your defeat won't cause too much gossip.”









Ginny smiled as confidently as she could. “Malfoy, get real. I have a Firebolt.”









Maybe she could really read thoughts. Draco rose up into the air, and flew towards the quidditch pitch, coming to a halt near one of the golden goalposts. “Not only do I have an equally superior broom, I have talent.”









“The Nimbus Two Thousand and One is nothing compared to the Firebolt, and are you saying I don't have talent?” As she rose up and flew after Draco, Ginny was amazed at how easy her broomstick was to handle. No wonder Harry treasured it! It responded to her slightest touch, moving with sleek effortlessness.









“You said it, Weasley, not me.”









Ginny studied Draco. His blond hair looked unbearably soft, and the lean muscles in his arm were evident in the way he gripped his broom. In profile, his features were sculpted, aristocratic, and the set of his full mouth was grim - and - and why on earth was she looking at his lips?









She looked away. “Enough talk, Malfoy. Let's go.”









Both competitive, they were each determined to win, if only to shut the other up. They leaned forward on their brooms, ready to race, the moonlight casting its liquid glow over them.









“To the other side of the lake and back.”









“We have to land at the further side of the shore, take a rock, and ride back. The finish line is this goalpost.”









“Why do we have to take a rock?”









“To prove that we didn't cheat. There's no referee, and we won't be able to watch each other all throughout the race, so who's to say if we actually rode all the way to the other side of the lake or not?”









“I would never worry about being accused of cheating, but I suppose you Malfoys are used to it.”









“That's because you always lose, Weasley, and no one bothers to accuse the loser of cheating."









Before Ginny could think up a suitable reply to that piece of haughtiness, Draco spoke again. "Wait. Before we start, let's set some conditions."









Ginny paled, and Draco congratulated himself. He was beginning to feel the combination of Firebolt and aggravated Gryffindor unbeatable, but his pride refused to let him back out of the race. That was the same as losing. So he decided to coerce her into backing out instead.









"What conditions?" she asked.









"If I win, you have to..." Draco cast about for something horrifying enough.









"Scrub out all your bedpans for the rest of detention?" she suggested hopefully.









"Crabbe and Goyle can do that. Let me see..."









"If I win you can't make any cracks about Harry and Ron and Hermione until Christmas break," she said quickly.









He grinned. "How noble." His smile widened as it came to him. Even Ginny would have to retreat at this. "If I win you have to..." He paused dramatically, checking her reaction. She looked apprehensive. "You have to tell everybody you slept with me."









Ginny's mouth dropped open. Then she recovered, and her eyes began to blaze. "Slept with you?" Her fists clenched. "That's disgusting, Malfoy, even for you! I don't know what you're trying to do, but I'm not going through with this!"









She started to descend, but at the last moment, she looked up. Smug triumph was glinting in the Slytherin's eyes.









That so infuriated her that she rose up again. "Fine! If I lose, I'll tell everyone I slept with you. But if you lose, Malfoy, not only do you have to lay off my friends, you have to throw the game with Hufflepuff."









Draco lost his smirk. "Throw it?"









"Lose on purpose." She met his gaze defiantly. "If I win, you have to lose the game with Hufflepuff on purpose."









His eyes darkened. "If I lose, I will throw the game and stop arguing with Potter and his friends until Christmas break. But you're asking for two things. So will I. If I win, not only do you have to tell people I slept with you, you have to..." This time his pause wasn't for effect. He was thinking. He had almost done it! She was ready to back out, but somehow he had provoked her into going on with the race. Damn it. What was worse than having to tell Potter's sidekick, a.k.a. her older brother, that she had slept with Draco Malfoy?









Then it came to him. He hesitated.









She sat poised on her broomstick, elegant and determined, her features delicate in the moonlight. For some reason - which his mind refused to divulge - Draco plunged in.









"You have to actually sleep with me." He made sure his tone was as malevolent as possible.









A beat of silence, then Ginny reacted. She spluttered, "You're out of your mind!"









"Am I?" He met her gaze without flinching, his eyes intense. Drawing her into their silver depths.









And, without warning, he leaned forward and kissed her.









Ginny was stunned. She almost fell off her broom. But the his arms were around her, solid, supporting. Hesitantly, she twined her arms around his neck, allowing her fingers to curl through his silky blond hair. His lips were at once soft and firm, a wonderful contradiction of that part of the male physique, and she felt her own lips parting. The melding of their mouths was hot. The kiss deepened.









The world around them ceased to exist. Neither felt the coldness of the wind. They forgot that they were on broomsticks, too high above the ground for comfort, the night sky with its stars stretching for infinity above them.









It was Draco who broke away, his breathing harsh, his entire body tense. Ginny tried to steady herself on her broom, but she was trembling.









For a long while, the two of them didn't speak. Draco kept his gaze fixed on the goalpost at the other end of the field, fighting to keep his face free of any emotion. Ginny looked down, staring hard at a rock far below on the ground, trying to calm the tempest of her feelings.









"Shall we race?"









Ginny stiffened at the flatness of his voice. Not knowing what to say, she nodded.









"Very well." Draco poised himself on the broom, leaning forward, his body rigid, his eyes glinting with resolve. Ginny followed suit. A kind of desperation and exhileration was warring inside her. She couldn't lose, could she?









"Ready." Draco's voice was cool and hard. "Set... go."









They sped off.









At first it seemed they were equal. Then Ginny started to pull ahead, partly due to adrenaline, partly due to the Firebolt. She landed by the lakeside a second ahead of Draco.









She hadn't counted on his extraordinary agility and her own clumsiness, aftermath of that earthshaking kiss. As she fumbled for a rock, he braced himself with his legs on the broom, bent down, and scooped up the nearest stone. Then he straightened up on his broom and sped off, even as Ginny finally managed to close her hand around a rock. There were no wasted motions, nothing but fluid dexterity and lightning speed. Ginny started her flight back to the goalpost less than a heartbeat behind Draco, but he was in the lead and he stayed there.









Ginny felt something icy spreading inside her as she urged the Firebolt on. She was going to lose, she was going to lose...









Then the Slytherin turned his head to glance at her. Their eyes met, iridescent gray and gold-brown.









And, almost imperceptibly, Draco slowed. Ginny found herself catching up to him, then overtaking him, then she was clutching the goalpost, holding on for dear life.









A split second later, Draco reached the goalpost. He didn't look at Ginny.









"You win," he said, dropping his rock. It landed with a soft thud on the ground, bouncing a few times before rolling to a stop.









He descended, got off his broom, then began walking away. Leaving Ginny with goosebumps, still high up, more confused than she had ever been in her life.









-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-









"How was practice?" Harry asked. He studied Ginny. "You look tired."









It was early morning of the next day, in the Great Hall, where students were wandering in to eat breakfast.









Ginny had dark shadows under her eyes. She hadn't slept well. But she forced a perky smile for Harry's benefit. "Practice went great. I'm ready to face Ravenclaw."









Harry said nothing for a moment, watching her. Then, "Did something happen?"









Those emerald eyes were too perceptive. Ginny stuffed some toast into her mouth to avoid talking, and shook her head. Draco, that kiss, and unless her eyes had deceived her, Draco had intentionally lost the race... No, nothing happened last night.









Perhaps the biggest lie of her young life.









-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-









Draco stood in the quidditch pitch, his grip tight around his broomstick. His teammates were soaring in the air, performing stunts every now and then, calling out to each other and laughing. Practice was going great.









"Come on, Draco!" Marvin called out. He was a fifth year, one of the Chasers, part of that rare breed of genuinely happy-go-lucky Slytherin. "Get up here and show us how it's done!"









Draco didn't answer. He smoothed his face into a cool expression, and kept it that way as turmoil wreaked havoc in his brain.









That stupid bet last night! Why had he agreed to it? He had started it, all of it. And why the bloody hell had he let himself lose? He was winning, by Merlin! And he had thrown the race, just as he was supposed to throw the game with Hufflepuff!









And why, why, why the bloody everlasting hell had he kissed Ginny?









He took a deep breath, watching his teammates. The Chasers performed some stunt that ended with the quaffle shooting like a bullet through a goalpost. The Keeper flew around the goalposts on the other end of the field, expertly practicing hand movements to deflect balls. And the Beaters, chortling, beat the bludgers at each other.









Was Draco going to throw the game with Hufflepuff?









His teammates were so primed to win. If he lost, he would be letting them down. But he wondered what Ginny would think of him if he failed to keep his word. Did it matter? No, it didn't! What mattered was winning. What mattered was his handpicked team, so supportive of him as captain of the Slytherin quidditch team. But he had given his word. Granted, the word of a Malfoy was nothing much, but only because his father had made it so...









"Come on, Draco!"









Finally, Draco mounted his broomstick and soared into the air. He caught a quaffle someone tossed to him, and threw it back.









Marvin dove to the ground, and let go of the snitch. It darted away.









Draco hurtled off after the tiny ivory ball with its frantic golden wings. As his hand closed around it, he hoped that someday he would be forgiven.























A/N: About time I wrote that. I hope to get the next chapter written sooner.





        
    
        
            5. something new

 








"Just because I love you as you are doesn't mean that I have given up all hope of your improvement.."

 -Anonymous 







CHAPTER FIVE



(something new)









"I always call Lucius Malfoy 'your father.' That is all he is to me... all he has been, since the moment I first realized what he was up to with those awful friends of his." Narcissa's tone was sharp, bitter.









"The Death Eaters," Draco said quietly.









"At first I was young, in love, and turned a blind eye to his doings. I didn't know what that brand on his arm meant. By the time I accepted what was happening I was pregnant, and though I tried to stop him, he never listened. Always talking about 'his Lord...' He was always gone, always off with You-Know-Who and his minions. The one time I tried to leave him, he flew into a rage, and hit me. He had never done that before. I feared for you then, my unborn child. And though I no longer loved him I stayed because I knew he would hunt me down. I hated him then. For being so weak. So easily seduced by corruption and power."









Draco said nothing, and his mother took a deep breath and went on.









"Sometime after I gave birth to you, Harry Potter was born. The Boy Who Lived. And it seemed like everything was finally working out... your father denounced his friends, his activites, You-Know-Who. He gave sizeable donations to the Ministry of Magic and to various charities. He stayed at home, and was most devoted to you. The period right after You-Know-Who's first downfall was a blissful one, for your father was on his best behavior, and yet it didn't last. Soon he was embroiled in unsavory deals and situations again. I wanted to leave him, but I was afraid he would hurt not just me but you, so I stayed. And made sure that there would be no other children. That's why you're an only child."









A hesitation, then Draco voiced for the first time the question that he mulled over whenever he looked at hi mother. "Why didn't you ever stop him from using the Unforgivable Curses on me?"









"I couldn't." Narcissa's voice was barely perceptible. "He used them on me too."









A sigh. Draco said, "You should have just called him 'Lucius,' mother. He wasn't any more a father to me than he was a husband to you."







 -:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-: 





 "Boo!" 





 Draco ground his teeth and tightened his grip on his broom. Damn, but he hated being booed at. Sure, he was used to being booed at by the rest of the school, but the Slytherins booing at him... this was something new. 





 He had just swerved in front of Marvin on purpose, blocking the Slytherin Chaser from making a shot. His interference had cost them twenty points, the ten they had lost and the ten the Hufflepuffs had managed to score when Marvin in his shock had dropped the quaffle, straight into the arms of a Hufflepuff chaser who wasted no time in hurling it through a goalpost. 





 "What the hell was that?" Marvin yelled. He didn't wait around for a response. He shot off to retrieve the quaffle in an attempt to salvage the situation, leaving the older Slytherin feeling like an utter moron. 





 Of their own accord, Draco's eyes started searching the quidditch pitch. Not for the snitch, but for that flash of coppery red hair... there she was. Ginny Weasley, sitting between Harry Potter and Ron Weasley. 





 Sitting with her arms folded across her chest. Looking bored. Looking completely unmoved! Draco's blood began to boil. Here he was, throwing a game for her, and she didn't even seem to care! 





 Draco clenched his fists and turned away. As he watched the Slytherin beater hit the bludger at some Hufflepuff, he imagined the bludger was Ginny's head. 





 He glanced at the scoreboard. His teammates had caught up to the Hufflepuffs; the score was tied again. Damn! And as a Hufflepuff player threw the quaffle at the goalpost, he could see the Keeper, Zabini, poised to deflect it. His teammates were simply too good; he would have to butt in again. He hardened his resolve. 





 Tightening his grip on his broom, he pretended to see the snitch next to Zabini. His dive for the imaginary snitch prevented the keeper from making his move, and the quaffle soared through the goalpost. Hufflepuff was in the lead again. 





 "BOO!" 





 Draco ignored it. He had eyes only for Ginny. 





 Her head was bent, and she was talking to Ron. She wasn't even looking at the game. Her attention was completely on her brother, as though Draco wasn't performing the most noble deed of his young life right in front of her. 





 He was so angry his vision began to darken. Honor was lost on Weasleys! 





 "Look out for the snitch, damn you!" Marvin shouted as he flew past. But Draco had to make a conscious effort not to search for the snitch. If he saw it, he had a feeling he wouldn't be able to prevent himself from going after it. 





 By then the Slytherin team was getting at once bewildered and riled up, torn between the genuine respect they had come to have for Draco and their anger at the very obvious fact that he was screwing things up. A Slytherin chaser dropped the quaffle in the confusion, straight into the arms of the Hufflepuffs. They scored another ten points. Before anyone could react, they managed to score yet another. The score was now 80-50, and it wasn't the Slytherins who were winning. 





 Marvin, a look of intense determination on his face, intercepted the quaffle and made a spectacular shot. Draco instantly cut the ball off. The Hufflepuffs caught it and scored another ten points while Blaise buried his face in his hands in frustration. 





 Marvin bellowed out some curse words that mingled with the "boos" of the crowd. Draco, shaking with fury, turned his head towards the Gryffindor who had caused all this mayhem. 





 She was examining her nails. Draco almost dove towards her, his intent murderous. He was going to strangle that evil little - 





 Then suddenly, she looked up. Her act crumbled then, as she began to shiver, unable to fake nonchalance or disinterest any longer. She had been watching Draco lose, all right. He could see that. Those deep brown eyes locked on his, and to his amazement, she mouthed clearly, "Win." 





 All his anger drained out of him, and Draco froze in place, gazing at her lips. Had she said, "Win?" 





 "You can still win this, you moron!" she shrieked loudly. Ron and Harry looked at the crazy redhead next to them with amazement. 





 And for the first time since the game began, a grin split Draco's face, and immediately he was soaring upwards, looking for the golden snitch, feeling lighter than he had felt in months. He was going to win this. 





 The Hufflepuffs scored again. 100-50, but Draco no longer cared. All he cared about was finding the snitch. 





 And he saw it, that glimmer of gold and ivory that heralded victory most of the time. He grinned. No more attempts to intentionally lose. This was what he was good at. 





 He flew, and the wind rushed past his ears. He sensed the Hufflepuff seeker trying to catch up, and dismissed him as irrelevant. 





 A moment later, the snitch was in Draco's hand, its wings fluttering frantically inside his closed fist. He held it up triumphantly. 





 "SLYTHERIN WINS!" 





 The cheers were mixed with boos, for no one had forgotten his earlier bungling of the Slytherin's game. But Draco felt better than he could remember feeling in a long, long while. 





 -:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:- 





 "You were cheering for Malfoy!" 





 Ginny winced at the harsh accusation in her brother's voice, but she said nothing. What could she say without revealing too much? 





 "You were cheering for Malfoy!" Ron repeated when she said nothing. This time he sounded more confused than angry. 





 Harry intervened. "Come on, Ron. It's not like Ginny kissed him or anything. She was just being nice. Did you see how awfully Malfoy played?" 





 Normally Ginny would have been delighted that Harry was defending her, but the words It's not like Ginny kissed him or anything kept ringing in her ears. She could feel her face burning. Ron would go berserk if he found out that she had actually snogged Draco. 





 But he had really done it… he had thrown the game for her. She thought of the Draco in Harry and Ron's stories, the Malfoy who had set them up to be caught by Filch in their first year, the Malfoy who had called Hermione a mudblood in their second year, the Malfoy who had nearly gotten Hagrid sacked in their third year… yep, the list of his misdeeds were endless. He had definitely been a jerk. 





 And yet, Draco had kept his word, though it was only she who would ever know it. An odd warmth began to creep through her. Draco was different from what he had been. 





 “You were cheering for Malfoy!” 





 “I heard you the first time, Ron,” she said mildly. 





 “What do you have to say for yourself?” Ron sounded like an angry father. 





 Hermione sighed. “Come on, Ron. Harry's right. Even I wanted Malfoy to shape up, he was playing so badly. And Ginny called him a moron, right in front of everyone. Doesn't sound like she's in love with him.” 





 Ron spluttered. And Ginny, throwing Harry and Hermione grateful glances, stood up and left the common room to think things over in her dorm. 





 -:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:- 





 “How many of us are left?” 





 “Five,” said Howling Night. The Death Eaters who were still roaming free had formed a group to avenge themselves, and they had given themselves codenames in the dangerous time right after Voldemort's downfall. Now, as they plotted revenge, they retained the codenames. It was safer. “Medea was captured by Malfoy's son and his friends not long after she left us. Near Hogwarts, in the Shrieking Shack. It was in the papers.” 





 Bitter Wand scowled. “What's that kid's number on our hit list?” 





 “Twenty-three.” 





 “What number are we on?” 





 “Seven.” 





 “A long way to go. Maybe we should bump him up a little. He didn't just betray his father and a few other Death Eaters, you know. I remember he couldn't even kill Dumbledore.” 





 Their leader, Dark Moon, spoke up. “No.” His tone was final. “We don't move anybody up on the hit list. Medea's death was her own fault. She had some crazy idea of leaving us, leaving everything behind. And look where she is now. We must stick to our plan, exact revenge on all who helped in the downfall of our Lord.” 





 Howling Night nodded, and Bitter Wand's scowl deepened. “Who's number eight?” 





 “Remus Lupin.” 





 “Before we get to Lupin, perhaps we should think about Potter. He's number one on our list, and we skipped him.” 





 “He's too well protected. We settle for merely hurting the loved ones of others, but Potter we must kill. And we must proceed as planned until we catch Potter unguarded, which may take awhile.” 





 “Lupin, then. Do we kill him or someone he loves?” 





 “Someone he loves. He's one of those hero types, and that shall hurt him more.” 





 “Who?” 





 “That woman he's with, the Auror… they call her Tonks.” 
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"In the arithmetic of love, two minus one equals nothing. And one plus one equals everything."
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CHAPTER SIX



(a mystery)









Hedwig swooped into the Great Hall, her snowy wings spread wide. She glided once around the hall before landing in front of Harry, who stroked her on the back before unknotting the parchment tied to her leg. He unrolled it, and his face paled.









“Harry, what's wrong?” asked Hermione, alarmed. A delivery owl landed on the table, and she slipped it a Knut without bothering to look at the Daily Prophet it had delivered. She placed her hand on Harry's arm.









Ron looked worried. “You've gone rather pale, mate.”









Harry wordlessly handed over the parchment. Ron read it, his eyes widening, then gave it to Hermione.









Tonks at Mungo's. Have reason to believe it involves Death Eaters. BE VERY CAREFUL.

 -Lupin









Instantly Hermione seized the Daily Prophet. She scanned it feverishly.









Ginny, unnoticed by the trio (but one Slytherin at the far end of the Great Hall had taken unwilling note of her), appeared at the table. It was breakfast time, and she was hungry - she had spent a good part of last night thinking about Draco. And she still hadn't come to any conclusions as to what he felt about her.









Or, for that matter, what she felt about him.









A ribbon of anxiety began working its way up her spine as soon as she saw Harry, Ron, and Hermione. The three of them looked jumpy, and their complexions were chalky. Ron and Harry were staring at a piece of parchment on the table like it was a bomb, and Hermione was rapidly turning the pages of the Daily Prophet.









“What's wrong?” Ginny asked, walking up to them. Before they could react, she grabbed the parchment and read it.









It slid through her fingers onto the floor, and color drained from her face. “I see.”









Hermione slapped down the Daily Prophet. “Nothing in here. Whatever's happening, it looks like the Ministry is turning a blind eye again.”









“They always do. Whatever's happening, it can't be good. And how can it involve Death Eaters? Voldemort is dead,” said Harry.









Hermione was the only one who didn't flinch at the name. Sighing, she said, “Look, Ron, Ginny, you have to get over it. Voldemort's gone.” The Weasleys flinched again, and a note of impatience entered Hermione's voice. “That's right, Voldemort! How are we going to go after his minions when we're still afraid of him? Despite the fact that he's dead!”









Ginny took a seat next to Harry, saying nothing. He took her hand and gave it a comforting squeeze.









Ron looked angry. “I hate it when you revert back into Know-It-All mode. You don't understand, okay? We spent our whole lives hearing him referred to as You-Know-Who, and you can't just change that.”









“Why not?”









“Why not?” Ron repeated incredulously.

“Well, for one -“









“I think,” Harry intervened, “We should forget You-Know-Who -“ Hermione rolled her eyes, and Harry shrugged diplomatically. “- and concentrate on the Death Eaters. It looks like they're the threat now.”









“But the strange thing is, the Aurors should be more than a match for a few Death Eaters,” said Ginny slowly.









Hermione nodded. “Right. The problem isn't the magical powers of the Death Eaters, which are probably quite impressive, though I'm sure the Aurors can handle it. The problem is that they've managed to hide their very existence. It's a mystery where they are, who they are, and how they get away with everything.”









The four of them fell silent, thinking it over. Harry let go of Ginny's hand to pick up the parchment left lying on the floor. He slid it into his pocket.









“We need to talk to Professor Lupin,” said Hermione decisively.









“I should think he'd be staying at Tonks' bedside,” Ron said.









Harry considered. “We can't protect ourselves if we have no idea what's happening. I have the note; I'll take it to Professor McGonagall and ask permission from her to visit Tonks and meet with Professor Lupin."









Ron and Hermione nodded.









“What time is it?” Ron asked.









Hermione checked her watch and told him. “Come on, we're going to be late for our first subject. Harry?”









"Go on, I'll just finish this," he said, gesturing to his plate of toast.









Ron and Hermione got up and began to leave the Great Hall, talking in low voices to each other. Harry looked after them, the barest hint of longing in his expression. Then it vanished, and he stood up, leaving the toast uneaten.









“Harry, wait.” Ginny grabbed the older Gryffindor by the arm.









He looked at her. “What is it?”









“I want to be with you when you meet Professor Lupin, okay?”









Harry hesitated, then said gently, “You have to ask Ron. You know how protective he is.”









“When he finds out it was you who let me come he won't be too mad. You know how keen he is on getting us back together.”









Ginny's grip tightened on Harry's arm, and for a moment their eyes met, green and brown, a world of history passing between them. A history of passion and jealousy and laughter and tenderness, but no regret. Bloody hell, they'd loved each other so much. But it was clear, too, that it was over.









Finally, Harry nodded. “You can come.”









Ginny smiled. “Thanks.”









And with that they parted ways.









-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-









“Crucio!”









Danaya watched Shadow writhe on the floor for a few agonizing moments, then she grabbed Dark Moon's arm. “Stop! Stop it!”









Dark Moon shook her off. “He made a mistake, Danaya. He has to pay.” Beside him, Bitter Wand looked coldly at the figure on the floor and nodded.









“There are only five of us,” Danaya said desperately, rushing to place herself between Shadow and Dark Moon. “If we cannot trust one another, we will never be able to avenge ourselves.”









“He betrayed our trust by failing to kill Tonks!” spat out Bitter Wand.









“She's nearly dead! The medics say she will probably die,” Danaya shouted back.









"Probably is not good enough -"









Howling Night spoke up, interrupting Bitter Wind. “If one of us makes a mistake, I do not like to think that we will be tortured as a punishment.”









Bitter Wand said, “Then we cannot make mistakes.”









“We already fear getting discovered. If we also fear each other, we will make even more mistakes. We will fall apart.”









Danaya dropped to her knees beside Shadow, who was trying to get up. He struggled to speak, but she shushed him.









Dark Moon's eyes flickered to Bitter Wand, then to Howling Night. “Very well. We shall not use the Cruciatus Curse on each other.” He turned his gaze on Shadow. “And I trust that there will be no more mistakes.”









Shadow nodded and finally, with Danaya's help, managed to stand.









Howling Night watched Shadow. “What did Tonks mean when she said I know who you are?”









“It means she recognized me from elsewhere.”









“As a Death Eater?”









Shadow stiffened. “What do you mean?”









“If she remembered you from one of your exploits as a Death Eater, then why did she lower her wand?"









“What does it matter?” said Shadow sharply. “It was that hesitation which let me attack her.”









“It was her words which suddenly made you desperate to silence her.”









“Enough,” said Dark Moon irritably. “Howling Night, do not invent conspiracies where there are none. You said yourself we must not splinter as a group.”









Howling Night fell silent.









“Danaya.” There was a wealth of warning in Dark Moon's voice.









Danaya looked at him.









“Do not ever again interfere with my actions.”









She lowered her head. “Yes, Dark Moon.”









-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-









Draco leaned against the wall, cloaked in shadow. It was the darkest part of the corridor, but he knew the Gryffindor sixth years had Potions next, in the dungeons. (With the Slytherin sixth years, actually, which was how he knew, from the complaints in the Slytherin common room every night.) His eyes glinting with a predatory anticipation, he waited.









Harry emerged from the Great Hall. Without pausing, he went in the direction Ron and Hermione had gone. Draco paid him no attention.









A moment later, Ginny appeared in his vision. She was leaving the Great Hall for classes. She passed by without noticing him, looking preoccupied. And Draco made his move, like lightning, his arm lashing out at a blurring speed.









Ginny gasped at the sudden hard grip on her wrist. “Draco!” Instantly she realized her mistake. “I mean - Malfoy -“









His grip tightened until it was just short of painful. “Can't take it back, Ginny.” He put a deliberate emphasis on the name, and she winced. He gave her a dark look. “It's certainly a delight to know that our relationship has progressed to the point where we can call each other by our first names.”









Ginny tried to pry his hand loose, but to no avail. “We have no relationship, Malfoy,” she hissed.









"Don't we?" His smile was humorless, and Ginny flinched.









“Why are you so mad?” she asked, trying to break free. But he was too strong.









An image of Ginny clutching onto Harry's arm materialized, their eyes intense as they gazed at each other. Draco had been leaving the Great Hall when he saw that touching scene, and he wished he hadn't. Did they still care for each other? He thought they had broken up, but... Grimly, he banished the picture from his head. “I'm not mad," he told Ginny.









“Could have fooled -“









Draco lowered his head and kissed her. Hard. Without hesitation she kissed him back, and he smiled against her lips. He curved on hand around the back of her head, reveling in the silkiness of her flaming hair on his skin.









Finally Ginny drew back, looking dazed. “I'm going to be late for class,” she breathed. It was completely out of context, and she looked like she was searching for something more to say.









“I just wanted to thank you for letting me win the match with the Hufflepuffs,” Draco said softly, and smiled when he saw her get even more confused. Good. He was still holding her. Reluctantly, he let go.









“You're going to be late,” he warned.









Ginny stared at him, then turned and fairly ran away.
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CHAPTER SEVEN



(confusion)









“The Gryffindor team consists of Potter's best friend, Potter's girlfriend, and Potter's roommate. So much for partiality from the team captain…”









Ginny, as she mounted her broom, glared at Zacharias Smith. She dearly wished she could crash into him and wipe that smug smirk off his face, but she'd already done that once before. Professor McGonagall was onto her. Best not to push her luck.









On the ground, Draco ground his teeth. Potter's girlfriend indeed. Ex-girlfriend. What he'd give to lock Smith wandless in a closet with a boggart. He glowered at the Hufflepuff commentator. Smith's greatest fear was probably a cockroach or something moronic like that.









“Ra-ven-claw. Ra-ven-claw,” the Slytherins around him chanted. Not out of any great love for the Ravenclaws, but because their chances for the House Cup were greatly increased if the Gryffindors lost the match.









As one, the Gryffindor team rose into the air. Harry flew beside Ginny, leaning close to whisper something to her. She bent her head towards him to listen. Her hair was pulled back into a tight, no-nonsense bun, but a few stray strands had escaped, fluttering wispily across her face.









Automatically, Harry tucked the strands behind her ear. “Give `em hell, Ginny.”









She grinned, thinking with faint wistfulness that she would have considered his big-brotherly gesture wonderfully romantic a year ago. “You bet.”









Harry smiled, then flew off to shake hands with the Ravenclaw team captain.









Below them, Draco seethed. He had been starting to think that Potter was a fine bloke under all that self-sacrificial hero crap, but now he saw that his first impression was right. Potter was actually just a moron with messy hair masquerading as a martyr for gullible girls like Ginny -









He tore his eyes away from Ginny, irritated. She was nothing. How had he gotten himself in so deep?









“What's wrong?” Goyle grunted next to him.









Draco blinked. Had Goyle actually perceived the expression on his face and decoded it to mean that something was wrong? Goyle was denser than the Forbidden Forest. You had to parade it in front of him to make him understand. And even then he probably wouldn't.









“Yeah, what's wrong?” Crabbe asked, joining in.









Draco sighed. First Goyle, now Crabbe. Was he that obvious? Next thing you knew they wouldn't be copying their assignments from him anymore.









“Nothing,” he muttered.









For the rest of the game, he deliberately kept his eyes on the Ravenclaws, cheering them on. Although it was an effort to boo instead of laugh when a bludger, hit by a Gryffindor beater, accidentally knocked out Zacharias Smith, forcing Luna Lovegood to take the commentator's stand.









The crowd waited expectantly. On the rare occasions that she was given a chance to commentate, Luna never failed to entertain.









Ron bungled a save and let out a roar of frustration.









Luna looked at him. “Weasley seems to be afflicted with the Rogabibiky Ruckus,”

she said

seriously into the mike.









“What's a Rigobakiky Ruckus?” someone shouted amidst the laughter. Even Ron, in the air, seemed to be laughing.









Luna

appeared to be honestly shocked.

"It's famous! The

Rogabibiky

Ruckus, named after Roga Bibiky, who first made use of it, is a -”









“Lovegood,” Professor McGonagall interrupted, her tone hovering between amused and exasperated,

“If you don't cease that prattle about nonexistent afflictions and start commentating on the game -“









A cheer rose up, drowning out whatever the Transfiguration teacher had been about to say. Ravenclaw had scored again. 50-50.









In the end, despite a heroic effort by Ravenclaw that managed to gain them a lead of 20 points, the Gryffindors won, thanks to Harry. His spectacular dive for the snitch, his toes actually brushing the ground before he pulled up, had brought the Gryffindors to their feet, stamping and cheering. A

group of third years unfurled a "Go Potter" banner and set off fireworks, bought from Weasleys' Wizard Wheezes.









“You'd think it was the bloody House Cup, the way they're carrying on,” Draco

grumbled. Ginny and Potter had just flung their arms around each other in celebration.

Annoyed, he raked his hand through his hair and got up.









“What?” Crabbe and Goyle grunted at the same time.









“What do you expect?' Blaise Zabini appeared beside him, smirking. “I mean, from people who set off fireworks in broad daylight. It's like using the Lumos spell in a well-lit room.”









Draco laughed, glad that he would have someone else to talk to besides Crabbe and Goyle. At least for the moment. Crabbe and Goyle were unbeatable in terms of loyalty, but still, it was good to be with someone who could actually carry on a decent conversation. Zabini could be a bit vain sometimes, but Draco rather thought he'd be vain, too, if he looked like Zabini. He had that tall-dark-and-handsome thing going for him, all high cheekbones and intense eyes. Pansy was always ogling him when she thought Draco wasn't looking.









They began walking together back to the castle. The conversation turned to quidditch, a subject which animated

both boys.

Zabini

said that there was

a new broom coming out, supposedly even better than the Firebolt, called Quitarol.









“Quitarol? Strange name,” said Draco.









“Q.T.A.R.O.L. originally,” Zabini explained. “The owner said it stands for Quicker Than A Ray Of Light.”









The two of them laughed. “I wish. Not even Potty can beat something that moves faster than the speed of light,"

said Draco. "But it won't come cheap. I bet the broom costs a bloody fortune."









Suddenly, Zabini gave a short laugh, his dark eyes gleaming as they fixed on something in the distance. “Yeah. Nothing she could afford.”









Draco turned. Ginny and Potter were walking together back to the castle, laughing and chatting. He felt an irrational spasm of anger at Zabini's arrogance, which he swiftly quenched.









And as to his initial reaction to the sight of the easy intimacy between the two Gryffindors… well, he didn't even want to think about that. Where were Weasley and Granger, anyway?









“She's not only poor, she comes from that crazy family,” said Zabini contemptuously. “Purebloods, but they seem to exclusively befriend Mudbloods and Muggle-lovers. That girl is one of the worst. All she does is follow Potter around.”









Draco inhaled, and made himself nod.









“At any rate,” Zabini went on, “even if by some miracle she got her hands on a Quitarol, she probably couldn't handle it.”









Finally, unable to stop himself, Draco spoke up, more loudly than he had intended. “I think she could.”









Zabini blinked, taken aback. “Er - what?” Right then, he sounded remarkably like Crabbe and Goyle. And those two were looking askance at Draco too, surprised at his sudden defense of Ginny Weasley.









Draco turned away to hide his flush. He tried to salvage the situation. “I mean, she's not exactly a bad flier. You don't have to be Krum to fly a broom, even if it's a Quitarol." They didn't look convinced.

Hastily he added, infusing as much arrogance as he could into his tone, "And after all, Weasley beat me once." His tone said, if you can beat me, you're bloody well good enough to handle any broom.









It worked on Crabbe and Goyle. Forgetting about Ginny, they settled down and started comparing muscles again, but Zabini was studying Draco shrewdly.









“What is it?” Draco asked defensively.









The other boy shook his head and said nothing. Harry and Ginny entered the castle.

Zabini, Draco, Crabbe, and Goyle were a few steps behind them.

To Draco's relief, Zabini turned the conversation back to the Quitarol.









But once they were inside the Slytherin common room, Zabini said casually, “Pansy says you've been ignoring her lately.”









Draco gave him a sharp look. “So?” Inwardly he winced at Zabini's astuteness. Sometimes he forgot that the Slytherin was more than just a pretty face.









“I'm just wondering who's taken Pansy's place,” said Zabini.









Draco was considering how to respond to that when a

shout interrupted their conversation. “Hey, Malfoy, Zabini!” A group of younger students called to the popular seventh-years, inviting them to join their game of Exploding Snap.









Saved! “Guess we'd better humor them,”said Draco

instantly, ready to escape Zabini's offhand probing.









Zabini's smile, tinged with

amused tolerance,

lit up his handsome features. “Yeah, I guess we'd better.”









They made their way over to the younger students.

As Draco played,

he mulled over the benefits of friends like Crabbe and Goyle, and friends like Zabini.









-----------------------------------------









Ginny, carrying a bottle of ink and a quill, finally decided to start working on the mountain of homework she had neglected for quidditch practice. She was smiling, still euphoric at their victory over Ravenclaw. She had just settled down in a cozy spot in front of the fire when Hermione suddenly sat down beside her.









“Ron and I have broken up,” said Hermione without preamble.









For a moment Ginny didn't react. Then it registered, and she knocked over the bottle of ink, her mouth forming a soundless “What?” as she turned to face Hermione.









Hermione pulled out her wand. With a wave she righted the mess, then she met the Ginny's eyes, her own tired and sad. “He hasn't told you yet?”









Ginny shook her head, lost for words.









“I suppose he told Harry first,” said Hermione quietly.









Finally Ginny found her voice. “Oh, Hermione…” She leaned forward and gave

Hermione a hug, which

the older girl

gratefully accepted. Ginny felt tears soaking her shoulders.









After a moment Hermione pulled away, swiping at her eyes. Ginny had never seen such

pain and confusion in her eyes before. She

reached out and clasped her hand, gently asking,

“What happened?”









“Ron and I have been arguing a lot lately,” said Hermione, her voice shaky, “But I didn't think…” She trailed off, pulling away from Ginny to bury her face in her hands. “Oh, I don't know!”









Ginny sat quietly, letting Hermione cry for awhile. She looked around the common room, but Harry and Ron were nowhere in sight.









She was about to ask Hermione if she wanted to sleep when the portrait door swung open. Professor McGonagall clambered ungracefully in, and she spotted them immediately. “Weasley, Granger,” she began, marching towards them.









When she saw the expression on Hermione's face, she stopped. “What's wrong?”









“N-n-nothing, Professor,” Hermione sniffled. This was obviously a lie, but Professor McGonagall decided not to question it.









“Remus Lupin has just informed me that Potter wrote him a letter, asking him to ask me for permission to let the four of you visit Nymphadora,” said the Transfiguration professor briskly. “That means you two, along with Potter and Weasley. I have decided to allow you, on the condition that you return to Hogwarts

by lunchtime tomorrow. You may skip your morning classes, but not your afternoon ones. You may use my fireplace to leave first thing tomorrow morning.”









Ginny and Hermione exchanged guilty looks. What with the quidditch match and Ron and Hermione's break-up, they had almost forgotten about Tonks. “Thanks, Professor,” said Ginny. “We'll tell Ron and Harry - I mean,

I will,” she hastily amended,

seeing the stricken look on Hermione's face.









“Very well,” said Professor McGonagall. “I shall see you tomorrow, then.” She hesitated, looking closely at Hermione, then she turned and left the common room.









Ginny started to say something, but Hermione quieted her with a gesture. She motioned around them. To Ginny's surprise, almost everyone in the room was stealing covert glances at the two of them. Professor McGonagall's arrival had drawn attention to them, and they looked curious as to what Hermione was crying about.









“Nothing to see,” Ginny said loudly, glaring at everyone who met her eyes. “Just two girls gossiping -“









“It's all right,” Hermione interrupted, sighing. Wearily she said, “I need some rest, anyway. I just wanted to let you know.”









Ginny wondered where her brother was, and if this was his fault. She'd make him sorry if it was! To Hermione she said, “We'll talk after we get back from visiting Tonks, okay?”









Hermione nodded, standing up. Then she left.









Ginny turned back to her homework, but she could no longer concentrate.









She wondered if Ron was as miserable as Hermione was.









----------------------------------









“We're done with Lupin,” said Bitter Wand, sounding satisfied. “Word has it that Tonks is getting worse.”









“Then it seems you are forgiven, Shadow.” Dark Moon's tone was unreadable.









“He was number eight,” said Howling Night. “Nine is Kingsley Shacklebolt. Ten is Alastor Moody. Eleven is Rufus Scrimgeour. Twelve is -”









“That's enough for now,” Dark Moon interrupted. “Let us concentrate on the problem at hand. How shall we punish Shacklebolt?”









“We should hurt him directly,” said Danaya.









For a moment the five Death Eaters were silent, considering how best to attack a wizard as powerful as Shacklebolt. Then Dark Moon spoke, coldly.









“Shadow shall do it,” he said. Beside Danaya, Shadow stiffened.









Howling Moon spoke up. “I think Bitter Wand should assist him.” He looked at Bitter Wand, who was glaring furiously at him. “You and Shadow have been at odds for a while now. We cannot afford that.”









“I agree,” said Dark Moon.









Danaya spoke woodenly. “That settles it, then.”









Bitter Wand clenched his fists, but he said nothing.









Shadow smiled. It was a hard smile, joyless, cold and flat. “This should be interesting.”
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"The minute you settle for less than you deserve, you get even less than you settled for."



-Maureen Dowd









CHAPTER EIGHT



(a small price to pay)









From an editorial in the Daily Prophet, not long after Voldemort's downfall in the summer before Harry Potter's seventh year at Hogwarts:









This time around, He-Who-Must-Not-Be-Named will not return from the dead. The Dark Arts and its practitioners have fallen, mostly due to the effectiveness of the Ministry of Magic in handling He-Who-Must-Not-Be-Named's rise from the dead, and in orchestrating his second downfall, this time for good. Thanks to the leadership of Rufus Scrimgeour, these dark and difficult times are coming, at last, to an end… 









-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-









“Professor Lupin?” asked Hermione tentatively.









She and Harry stood side by side in the doorway. Some distance behind them were Ginny and Ron. He and Hermione had not once looked at each other since they had left Hogwarts that morning, and there seemed to be a barrier preventing them from getting within a ten-feet radius of the other. Both looked like they could keep up their stony façade indefinitely.









Remus Lupin, sitting slumped in a chair next to a hospital bed, turned. When he saw his four ex-students, he smiled, but it did not reach his eyes. His grief was palpable, as was his weariness.









Ginny and Hermione went to either side of the hospital bed. Tonks was diminished: her skin looked pale and waxy, her body seemed to have shrunken under the bedsheet, and, most depressingly, her vivid hair was dull brown and matted. Lupin was doing his best, but he could not prevent Nymphadora Tonks' slow, steady decline.









Tears in her eyes, Hermione grasped the Auror's lifeless hand. “We're here, Tonks.”









“Can she hear us?” Ron asked, subdued.









Lupin shrugged tiredly. “There's a chance she can.”









“How is she?” Harry met his former Professor's eyes.









“Worsening.” Lupin's voice broke. “I don't know what spell they used… I'm just glad it wasn't the Avada Kedavra… but they say that the longer she stays unconscious, the less her chancesare ofever awakening…”









The four students all turned respectfully away, giving Lupin time to collect himself.









“But let's not talk about that.” His voice sounded steady enough, so they looked back at him.Lupin had composed himself. “Why don't we talk outside? I don't want to disturb Tonks.”









Hermione and Ginny were reluctant about leaving Tonks alone, but Harry and Ron, as depressed as though a Dementor were in the vicinity, readily agreed. Outside the room, they sat in hard plastic chairs and waited for Lupin to tell them what was going on.









“I need you to do me a favor,” he said. The four students traded alarmed looks. Reading their expressions correctly, Lupin added, “And no, it doesn't have anything to do with Death Eaters.”









“What, then?” Hermione and Harry asked at the same time.









“There's a case coming up at the court of the Wizengamot,” said Lupin. “Demetria Kilrathi vs the Ministry of Magic. I assume you've heard of it?”









Only Hermione nodded. “The Aurors mistakenly tortured her husband, Virreor Kilrathi, for his alleged collusion with Death Eaters.”









“Correct,” said Lupin. “He is now insane. I have met Demetria, and she wants compensation from the Ministry for authorizing the use of the Unforgivable Curses against anyone who was a suspect. Even the ones, like her husband, who would later turn out to be innocent.”









Harry hesitated. “But isn't the Ministry justified? After all, the Death Eaters were using the Unforgivable curses on them. The Aurors had to fight back.”









“Yeah,” Ron said. “I know it sounds cold, but I don't think it was a mistake for the Ministry to allow the Aurors to use the Unforgivable Curses. Wasn't it necessary to defeat You-Know-Who?”









“Necessary?” Lupin asked incredulously. “And why must we use the Unforgivable Curses to begin with? When did we sink to the level of Voldemort? We are different from Voldemort precisely because we don't seek to control other people with the Imperius Curse. We don't use Avada Kedavra on Death Eaters, we put them in Azkaban. And we don't revel in the pain of our enemies. We don't torture them into insanity with the Cruciatus curse.”









Lupin paused. “We didn't need to use the Unforgivable Curses. We needed to defend ourselves, and we needed to defeat them. There are other kinds of magic we could have used, ones that didn't involve the Dark Arts.”









Harry and Ron exchanged uncomfortable glances and said nothing. Despite Lupin's impassioned speech, they were unconvinced. Ron said, “But the mistaken use of an Unforgivable Curse against one person doesn't outweigh all the other terrible things prevented by the use of it.”









Lupin stared at him. “Doesn't it? You think sanity of a wizard whose only sin was being in the wrong place at the wrong time is a small price to pay so that the Aurors could use the Unforgivable Curses against anyone they believed to be on Voldemort's side? And Virreor Laguna wasn't the only victim.”









“Professor Lupin's right,” said Hermione quietly. “Plenty of innocent witches and wizards suffered under the Ministry. They were desperate to look like they were fighting back.” She looked at Harry. “Have you forgotten Stan Shunpike?”









Harry flinched. “But…” He trailed off, reflecting.









“Albus Dumbledore, as far as I know, never once used an Unforgivable Curse against the Death Eaters,” Lupin told them. “And yet he was one of the greatest of us who opposed You-Know-Who.” Lupin looked at Harry. "And you only ever used the Avada Kedavra against Voldemort. Isn't that right?"









Harry nodded reluctantly.









Ginny spoke up for the first time. “What task did you want us to do?”









Lupin coughed. “The lawyers for Demetria Laguna want to ask Neville Longbottom to be a witness for them.”









There was a silence while the four students considered.









Finally, Hermione spoke, aghast. “Because of his parents. Frank and Alice Longbottom met the same fate as Virreor Laguna -” Her eyes widened. “Under the hands of Death Eaters who were then sentenced to life in Azkaban, for doing the exact same thing that the Aurors did.”









“Precisely,” said Lupin. He smiled, and this time he reached his eyes. “This is irrelevant, but I'd forgotten, Hermione, how clever you are.”









Hermione looked like she didn't know whether to be flattered or confused. “Er - thanks, Professor - but Neville -”









“It'll kill Neville," Ron broke in. "You know how much he hates rehashing what happened to his parents. Why not ask his grandmother to testify instead?”









“Because she has refused,” Lupin said simply. “Despite the fate of her son and daughter-in-law - or perhaps because of it - she believes that Scrimgeour did the right thing by authorizing the use by the Aurors of the Unforgivable Curses. She loved Frank and Alice, and she could never pay back their tormentors…”









“Poor Neville,” murmured Ginny.









“I want you to tell Neville,” said Lupin. “His grandmother has forbidden us from requesting this of him, and though she seems to have forgotten that not everyone needs to obey her orders, I will. I believe that Neville will volunteer for the task, without us having to ask him outright, once he understands what we want him to do.”









No one spoke. Hermione looked anxious, Ron fidgeted, and uneasiness was clear in Harry's eyes.









“I'll tell him,” Ginny said abruptly.









The three older Gryffindors turned to her, all wearing identical expressions of surprise. Hermione recovered first. “Perhaps you should leave that to us, Ginny… we're closer to him…”









“No, you're not.” Ginny's voice was apologetic, but firm. “He admires you, but come on, when was the last time you had a meaningful conversation with him?”









“When was the last time you did?” Ron countered, looking more astonished than antagonistic.









“The day before yesterday. He and Luna have gotten into the habit of studying together in the library during their free time, and I join them when I can.” She narrowed her eyes at Harry's dubious expression. “It's more pleasant than you think. They're very kind. I can talk to them about practically anything.”









Ron, Harry, and Hermione had nothing to say to that.









After a moment, Lupin spoke, not quite able to conceal his worry. “Very well, Ginny. You can tell him. I don't want to pressure you, but the Wizengamot will hear the case in a few weeks. There's a lot at stake here, not the least of them Rufus Scrimgeour's career… we'll need to talk to Neville, prepare him for questioning.”









Ginny nodded. “All right.”









The anxious look did not vanish from Lupin's face. "You must understand the depth of Scrimgeour's support... the Daily Prophet did nothing but praise him after Voldemort's downfall, saying he was responsible for the return of peace and order. People credit Scrimgeour for ending Voldemort's reign of terror. It will be difficult to go against such a respected Minister of Magic."









"All right," Ginny repeated.









Hermione watched Lupin. “Sir… why are you getting involved?” She flushed at the bluntness of her question. “I mean, do you know Demetria Laguna?”









A shadow crossed Lupin's face. His voice, when he answered, was hard and quiet. “Not directly, no.” He glanced up at the walls, searching for a clock. “And now, I think it's time for you to return to Hogwarts. Professor McGonagall told me you would still attend your afternoon classes.”









There was nothing more to say, except the perfunctory goodbyes and wishes for Tonks to get well soon. Hermione conjured up flowers for the fallen Auror, a tricky bit of magic which won another real smile from Lupin. Then the four students left. Ron and Hermione maintained their distance from each other.









When they were gone, Lupin buried his face in his hand and exhaled.









------------------------------------









“Demetria seems to be an offshoot of the Black family tree,” said Hermione in a low voice. “She used Kilrathi, her mother's maiden name, as her surname until she married Virreor Laguna. Her father was some randy Black.”









The three of them were in the library, talking in low voices. Originally it had been Hermione and Ginny, but then Harry showed up. Ron had been with him, but he veered away from the table as soon as he saw Hermione. He was now seated with Neville and Luna in a distant table.









“How did you find out?” Harry asked.









“Old school records,” Hermione explained. “I've been checking old issues of the Daily Prophet too. The gossip section.”









“It's all so complicated,” Ginny groaned.









They fell silent, each contemplating the situation.









“I feel terrible for Tonks,” Hermione said softly.









“I think Lupin has it worse,” Ginny admitted.









Harry's mouth had thinned into a firm, hard line. “Lupin didn't tell us anything about what happened to Tonks. I think that's more important than this Demetria's case against the Ministry, though I hate Scrimgeour as much as she probably does. I want to know why Lupin thinks Death Eaters were behind the attack on Tonks.”









Neither Hermione nor Ginny answered him.









Some tables away, Ron gazed at Neville, whose head was bent over an Herbology book, with a hint of sadness. Later, he knew, Ginny was planning to talk to him. Soon Neville was about to be thrust into an intricate game of wizard rights and politics, and he would have a difficult time. Ron only hoped Neville could handle it.









“Why are you looking at Neville like that?” Luna asked in her blunt way.









Ron blinked. “What?” He flushed. “I mean, I'm not looking at Neville.”









“Yes, you were,” said Luna.









Ron sighed. “It's a long story.”









Luna considered him. “Well, any time you feel ready to talk, we're right here.”









------------------------------------









Draco wanted to kill Blaise Zabini.









“Drakie, sweetie, what's this I hear about you and some other girl?” Pansy asked, hands on her hips, head tilted annoyingly.









In a nearby couch, not bothering to hide the fact that he was eavesdropping, Zabini remained calm under the force of Draco's glare. “Don't look at me, Malfoy. I wasn't the one who told her.”









“What do you mean, it wasn't you?” Pansy rounded on Zabini, her eyes flashing. For once she didn't look like she wanted to eat the good-looking Slytherin right up. “Do you know anything about this?”









“Ask your boyfriend,” Zabini suggested mildly.









Draco wondered if he was imagining the emphasis Zabini put on the word `boyfriend.' But he could see that Zabini was telling the truth - whoever had told Pansy that his attention was shifting elsewhere, it hadn't been him. So who? Draco remained quiet, weighing whether it was better to mollify Pansy now or to let her see that it was over between them.









He decided on the latter. “You know how gossip is, Pansy.”









“Untrue?” Pansy asked pointedly.









Draco's silence intimated just the opposite: that, in fact, the rumors were very true.









Furious, the Slytherin girl slapped him. She actually slapped him. Draco saw it coming, but he didn't prevent it, partly because he was being an ass and he knew it. Never mind the fact that his dumping of Pansy had been a long time coming. The sound of her palm connecting with his cheek rang through the common room, silencing the boisterous noise of the other Slytherins.









Crabbe and Goyle jerked up, aware that harm had been done to Draco but not sure how to deal with the girl who had inflicted it.









Draco shot his minions a look that told them to keep still. Then he reached up and rubbed his stinging cheek, gazing evenly at Pansy.









She crumbled. “Draco…”









“I'm sorry, Pansy.”









She burst into tears and stormed away, leaving Draco alone with Crabbe and Goyle. And Zabini. And a bunch of fourth-years who looked torn between fascination and a strong desire to be anywhere else but there.









“If I noticed, other people are bound to,” Zabini pointed out.









“Notice what?” Draco snapped, his hand still on his stinging cheek. Who knew Pansy was so strong?









“You and Ginny Weasley.”









The bald statement made Draco freeze. “What are you talking about?”









“Stop playing innocent, Malfoy. I don't even see why you're doing it. Playing innocent, I mean. Are you afraid of what people will say? I know my opinion of that Weasley girl isn't exactly sterling, but listen - I don't care. You could date a bloody Squib if you wanted. So don't hold back from dating anyone - squib, muggle-lover, muggle, or otherwise - on account of me… though I can't imagine you going out with a Muggle...”









For a moment Draco was still, then, albeit reluctantly, he laughed. “Your unprejudiced open-mindedness, Zabini, may be the best of your traits.” Then his tone changed. “However, just for the record… I'm not afraid of what people will say.”









Zabini raised an eyebrow. “Then what are you waiting for?”

































A/N: I hope to update again soon… bear with me... :) I posted this chapter earlier but I had to remove it due to an error which I have rectified. I think. 





        
    
        
            9. danger
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 -Anonymous









CHAPTER NINE



(danger)









“So,” said Draco wryly, surveying the house they had just moved into. It was nothing shabby, really, just much smaller compared to the Malfoy's old mansion. Two bedrooms instead of five, the kitchen and dining room were connected, and he and his mother had to share a bathroom. If things didn't get better soon, he thought to himself, they'd be mistaken for Weasleys. 









Then he scowled to himself. Bloody hell. Hating the Weasleys was a habit he'd picked up from his father. 









Behind him, Narcissa looked up from where she was unpacking a box of books and smiled. “Don't take it too hard, Draco. This is a lovely house. You'll get used to it.” 









“I know,” said Draco. And he did. There were worse things in life than being poor. As he had found out. 









In the period after Voldemort's downfall, Lucius Malfoy had spent a fortune trying to bribe Ministry officials and buy his innocence. But that proved futile against Harry Potter's eyewitness testimony, for not even the Minister of Magic would go against the wizard who had defeated Voldemort at that point. By then, Lucius was rarely home, and Narcissa and Draco locked themselves in a room when he was. The net was closing around Lucius Malfoy. One by one, the Death Eaters were going to Azkaban. 









When Lucius spent another fortune on a convoluted escape plan — he planned to change his identity and hide out in the American wizarding community for awhile, waiting for things to cool down in England — it was Draco who told the authorities, anonymously, of his plans. Aurors descended on him as he tried to flee, and he went to Azkaban. 









Lucius blamed Draco, of course. Not that he had any proof. Even Ministry authorities suspected Draco. But only Narcissa knew for a fact that it was her son who had ratted out his father. 









In Azkaban, Lucius withdrew into himself. Occasionally, it was reported that he ranted about Draco and Harry, seeming to focus on those two as the reason for his imprisonment. But that was it. Narcissa visited him only once, to tell him that she was leaving him, and that she had taken steps to ensure that he could never change his will, which left everything to Draco. Lucius only stared at her until she left. 









She sold Malfoy Manor to pay her husband's debts, refusing to touch a knut of the sizeable chunk of money still in the bank. “That's your money, and you're not touching it until after you graduate,” she would tell Draco. She bought a smaller house, and the two of them moved in. No house-elves. No servants. Just the two of them. 









“Will you be all right here while I'm at Hogwarts?” Draco asked with concern. 









“Certainly. I know I didn't work while I was married to Lucius, but I actually got higher grades than he did back in Hogwarts, you know. I'm quite qualified for a lot of jobs. I think I'll work at St. Mungo's. Oh, and Draco…” 









“Yes?” Draco asked, settling into a couch. 









Narcissa continued unpacking boxes. “I can take care of the house by myself while I'm the only one here, but you better learn to help when you're here with me.” 









Draco nodded. “All right.” 









Narcissa waited for a moment. When Draco just sat there, she stood, putting her hands on her hips and glaring at her son. “Get up! Help me unpack!” 









Draco blinked and jumped up, finally getting the point. “Yes, mother.” 









------------------------------------









His eyes keen and troubled, his wand held ready at his side, Kingsley Shacklebolt strode into the Transfiguration classroom, ignoring the students. His eyes were on Professor McGonagall, who had ceased her lecture to watch Kingsley's entrance with astonishment, and, perhaps, a hint of anxiety.









“Something's wrong,” said Shacklebolt quietly as soon as he reached the teacher's table. He lowered his voice, but Hermione, seated in front with Parvati and Lavender — Ron had dragged Harry to the back of the class — heard him.









“I'm in the middle of a lesson,” Professor McGonagall told him, but she couldn't quite conceal her uneasiness. The only time Ministry officials barged into classrooms without notice was when they had to inform a teacher of some Voldemort-induced catastrophe. Of course Voldemort was gone now, but still… the fission of fear remained.









“This can't wait,” said Shacklebolt.









“All right,” said Professor McGonagall. She turned to the students. “Class dismissed. I will continue the lecture next meeting.”









When everyone just stared at her, she sharpened her tone. “Get out! I'll see you on Thursday!”









The students scrambled up and stuffed their things into their bags, talking in hushed whispers to each other as they filed out of the class. Hermione, Harry, and Ron lingered for as long as possible, trying to catch some of McGonagall's and Shacklebolt's conversation. They only heard “I think Death Eaters are…” before McGonagall sent them hurrying out of the class with one smoldering glare.









“What could that be all about?” Hermione wondered aloud.









“Well, at least it's not Voldemort this time,” said Harry. Next to him, Ron forgot to flinch. “Although Death Eaters don't seem much better.” Next to him, and within three feet of each other for the first time in a while, Ron and Hermione nodded. In fact, the three of them were so distracted that Hermione and Ron didn't even notice that they were nodding in unison.









“I hope everything's all right,” said Ron.









Hermione stopped walking. “Let's listen in.”









“Are you crazy?” Ron hissed, less out of anger at Hermione than from genuine trepidation. “Did you see the way McGonagall glared at us? Clearly her conversation with Shacklebolt is meant to be private!”









“If we don't eavesdrop now, we'll never know,” said Hermione matter-of-factly. “Right, Harry?” She blinked. “Harry?”









Harry was already tugging his invisibility cloak out of his bag, headed back towards the Transfiguration classroom.









Automatically, Ron and Hermione traded bemused looks, then flushed and turned away from each other. It was their first civil interaction since their break-up. Hermione hesitated, then went after Harry; Ron followed her. They caught up to him just as he dropped the invisibility cloak over himself.









“Make room, Harry,” muttered Ron as the three of them squeezed under the cloak.









“It's Hermione taking up space,” said Harry.









“Are you saying I'm fat?” snapped Hermione, taking immediate offense.









“No, I'm saying your bulky bag of books is taking up space,” said Harry under his breath. Indeed, Hermione's bag, bulging with schoolbooks, was taking up too much room. Ron's and Harry's ankles could be seen. “Leave it.”









Hermione rolled her eyes, but she darted out into the hall to hide her bag behind a statue of a goblin, one of those who had opposed the goblin rebellion and campaigned for peace with wizards. Then she slipped back under the cloak with Ron and Harry. “Prudencio the Peacemaker would turn over in his grave,” she murmured. “His statue used as an instrument of deceit? He opposed spying, you know. Ratted out both goblin and wizard spies to each other during the rebellion. It nearly got him killed.”









“You're going to get us killed if you don't stop talking,” said Ron, looking nervously around.









To her own surprise, Hermione said, “You're right, I'm sorry. I'm babbling. I'm just really worried.”









Ron opened his mouth, then closed it. McGonagall and Shacklebolt's voices could be heard.









“Are you saying that Death Eaters attempted to kill you? Shacklebolt, almost every Death Eater has been rounded up—”









“The key word there is `almost.' I'm telling you, no one else could have done it.”









“Start at the beginning, then.”









The three of them neared the door, their footsteps soundless, listening intently to the heated conversation between McGonagall and Shacklebolt. Silently, they slipped into the Transfiguration classroom, standing in the back, near the door.









“Look, there's no time to explain everything now,” said Shacklebolt, sounding harassed. “I just stopped by to warn you. I have no proof except my own experience, but my theory sounds right to me. It explains the attack on me, the attack on Tonks, the death of Pettigrew in custody, the attack on that civilian wizard who blew the whistle on Bellatrix Lestrange — if I'm right, then some of your students may be in danger.”









McGonagall inhaled. Shacklebolt went on.









“In particular, Harry Potter and his friends - the Weasley kids, Ron and Ginny, and Hermione Granger. Along with the members of that club they formed. The Creeveys, Neville Longbottom, the Lovegood girl… And with Draco Malfoy and Cho Chang. After all, they all had a hand in bringing down Voldemort, didn't they? They say it was Malfoy who betrayed his father, the Chang girl was only too eager to help the Diggorys in their crusade against Death Eaters. I know she's already graduated, but you'd do well to contact her, tell her to be careful —” He cut himself off. “There's no time to explain everything now,” he repeated. “But keep a close watch on those students I mentioned. I'm deadly serious. They may be in danger.”









Under the cloak, Hermione trembled. Harry put an arm around her, but kept his eyes on Kingsley Shacklebolt. The tall Auror, who had shown himself to be quick of mind and a very powerful wizard on numerous occasions, looked incredibly weary.









“Tell me everything, then!” cried McGonagall. “What am I supposed to protect our students against?”









But Shacklebolt was already hurrying out of the classroom. McGonagall chased after him. “Shacklebolt!”









“I've got to leave, I need to speak to Remus—”









“Don't waste time leaving school grounds so you can Apparate. Use my fireplace, for Merlin's sake. But you better tell me what's going on!”









“All right, but I'm in a real hurry, and if I don't finish—”









“Just start talking!”









“Very well, very well! In my office yesterday, I received a package…”









Their voices trailed off down the corridor. In the classroom, the three Gryffindors stood frozen in place.









“Well,” said Harry finally.









“We have to tell Ginny,” said Ron, looking worried. He scrambled out from under the cloak and practically ran down the corridor. Harry and Hermione wasted a moment looking startled, then went after him.









“Why are you in such a hurry?” Hermione panted.









“Because I don't want Ginny to end up like Tonks! I know I sound paranoid, but you know my sister. She just always gets into trouble.”









------------------------------------









In the Great Hall, Ginny watched the group of Gryffindors entering with some surprise. As far as she knew, the seventh year Gryffindors were dismissed later than the sixth years, and by her estimate they were supposed to have shown up twenty minutes later. What were they doing here so early?









She quickly scanned the faces entering. Neither Harry, Ron, nor Hermione was there.









She had just finished dinner, and she had been about to go to the Gryffindor dormitory, but she sat back down. As long as he was here…









“Neville!” she called out. It was now or never. She had been putting it off long enough.









“What is it?” Neville eyed Ginny warily. She blushed. She had been making excuses to talk to him alone since they visited Tonks a couple of days ago, and each time she chickened out, and they ended up discussing inconsequential matters. Neville probably thought she had a crush on him.









She sighed. Well, she thought wryly, time to disabuse him of that notion.









“Can I talk to you alone?” For the ten-millionth time, she added silently to herself. This time I'll tell you about Demetria Kilrathi. I really will.









“Well, I was going to eat,” said Neville hesitantly.









“Oh, right.” Ginny slapped her hand against her forehead. “Right. Well, I'll wait for you, then.”









“Um, okay,” said Neville. He sat down.









“So why were you dismissed so early?” Ginny asked.









“Kingsley Shacklebolt came,” said Lavender before Neville could answer. She sat down next to Ginny. “He was really worked up. He wanted to talk to McGonagall. She sent us out so they could talk in private.”









“Hey, where are Ron and Harry?” Dean asked, looking around.









“Hermione's not here, either,” said Parvati.









“They're probably involved in whatever Kingsley's so worried about,” said Seamus, shaking his head. “They always are.”









All around the table, heads nodded sagely. Ginny stole a sideways glance at Neville, oblivious to her, as he chewed a mouthful of food. What could be wrong? Was it something to do with Demetria Kilrathi? Hurry up, Neville, she urged him silently. I need to talk to you.









Ron, Harry, and Hermione chose that moment to burst into the Great Hall, panting. “Ginny!” Ron bellowed.









“What?” she asked, and she stood, truly alarmed now. “What is it?”









Her brother beckoned her from the doorway. “Come here. I need to talk to you.”









All over the Great Hall, heads were turned towards the three Gryffindors in the doorway. Ron's shout had drawn attention to them.









Ginny bent and murmured to Neville, “I'll talk to you later, all right?”









She made her way over to Harry, Ron, and Hermione. They watched her approach with mixed expressions, but worry was dominant. She frowned.









What was going on?









------------------------------------









“This is all your fault!” Bitter Wand snarled.









Shadow buried his face in his hands. His voice was muffled as he replied, “Shut up, okay? Just shut up. You're not blameless.”









Bitter Wand gritted his teeth, but he couldn't contest that. He closed his eyes, imagining Dark Moon's face when they told him they had made a mistake.









“At least we won't get tortured.” There was the barest hint of humor in Shadow's tone, and Bitter Wand whirled on him. “This isn't funny!”









“Who's laughing?”









Bitter Wand glared at him. “Now what?”









“Now, we think of another plan. And we better do it soon, before Kingsley Shacklebolt figures everything out.”









Bitter Wand clenched his fists so tightly, crescents of blood appeared on his palms. Their power lay in their secrecy; once people knew there was a renegade band of Death Eaters loose, seeking revenge, they would be on their guard, and things would be that much more difficult for them.









“We better think fast,” he said coldly, working to conceal his fury. He had never hated Shadow more than he did at that moment. “Otherwise, it's all over.”









------------------------------------









“Say that again,” said Ginny, stiffening.









Ron looked upset. “I said, it sounds like a lot of people are in danger, including you! What part of that do you not understand?”









“No, you listed the people in danger. Say the names again.”









“Well, Harry, obviously! And me, and Hermione, and you, and the Creeveys, and Neville, and Luna, since we helped Harry, and Cho Chang, for helping the Diggorys in their crusade against Death Eaters, and even Malfoy for ratting out his father or something like that. But— wait, where are you going?”









At the mention of `Malfoy,' Ginny had bolted out of her chair, and she was halfway out of the common room before Ron had finished talking. “Out,” she shouted to her bemused brother. The portrait of the Fat Lady closed behind her.























A/N: Read and review! 





        
    
        
            10. more than a little interesting
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"Love is friendship set on fire.”



-Anonymous 







CHAPTER TEN



(more than a little interesting)







 An editorial from the Daily Prophet, the summer just after Harry's sixth year at Hogwarts: 







With the death of Albus Dumbledore, and the certainty that Hogwarts School of Witchcraft and Wizardry is no longer safe for our children, classes will not resume as usual this upcoming school year. Acting Headmistress Minerva McGonagall said in a statement, “We feel that students will be safer in this difficult time with their own families…” So classes will be suspended for at least a year, while the Ministry of Magic deals with You-Know-Who and his followers.









Such a move is unprecedented. The last time You-Know-Who was in power, Hogwarts continued to operate, though the dangers were great. Professor Dumbledore was also the Headmaster then, and he insisted that students were safer in Hogwarts than anywhere else, explaining that Voldemort would be more likely to attack a wizarding home than Hogwarts, which has an enormous number of protective charms around it, along with being guarded by the Professors, many of whom are among the most talented witches and wizards today. 









But Albus Dumbledore is dead, and so are his assurances. It is safe to assume at this point that Hogwarts will reopen only after You-Know-Who and his followers are defeated.







 Another editorial. The summer just before Harry's seventh year at Hogwarts. 







More good news! Hogwarts School of Witchcraft and Wizardry is reopening at last. All students may pick up where they left off when classes resume. Certainly our batch of graduates for the next seven years will be one year older than usual, but the point is, they will be getting older. Because the threat of You-Know-Who is gone. And thanks to the heroics of Harry Potter and his friends, all other Hogwarts students can continue their education. They can go to school for the first time in over a year.







 -:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:- 





 In the faculty room, the four House Heads — Professor McGonagall, Professor Snape, Professor Flitwick, and Professor Sprout — huddled around a round table. They were discussing Kingsley Shacklebolt's warning. A silencing charm was on the door. They had advised Filch and the other teachers who hadn't been included in the impromptu conference to be alert. 





 “What were the students doing while Hogwarts were closed?” 





 “Most of them stayed home, but others, like Harry, were active in the fight against You-Know-Who. I have a list of those students here. Let's go over it, and tell me if I've missed anyone. We will put these students under protection…” 





 Professor McGonagall unfurled a long scroll, which she spread out on the table. 





 “Harry Potter. Hermione Granger. All the Weasleys, of course — but at the moment Ron and Ginny are the only ones who are still students here, and they're the only ones we have to worry about. Colin and Dennis Creevey. Luna Lovegood. Neville Longbottom—” 





 “Speaking of Longbottom,” Snape interrupted, “Wasn't Lupin going to ask him for help with the Laguna case?” 





 “As far as I know, yes.” 





 “Does that have anything to do with this?” 





 “I don't know.” McGonagall frowned. “To tell you the truth, I'm not quite sure of too much right now. I don't even know where Shacklebolt's warning came from, he was so vague about it. All I know is that he mentioned Death Eaters.” 





 “Death Eaters!” Something terrible flashed across Snape's features, but he mastered himself immediately. His face was stoic when he said, “Not all of them were captured.” 





 “True. We must assume that the threat, whatever it is, is coming from the Death Eaters. So we'll leave the Laguna case to the others who oppose Scrimgeour and we'll take care of the danger to our students.” 





 “The problem is that there seem to be three sides in this,” said Flitwick anxiously. “Scrimgeour's side, the Death Eaters side—” 





 “And our side,” finished McGonagall succinctly. Her lips curled up in a rare, if grim, smile. "Which I like to assume is the good one." 





 “The Death Eaters and Scrimgeour are against each other, of course,” said Flitwick. “Scrimgeour is against us, and we are against him. And we are against the Death Eaters, and they are against us.” 





 “I'm confused,” Sprout admitted. 





 McGonagall heaved a sigh. “So am I.” 





 ------------------------------------ 





 Ginny found Draco as he left the Great Hall after dinner. Without explanation, she started tugging him towards the nearest empty classroom, and with no resistance except a token, `What do you think you're doing?', he went along. That should have alerted Ginny to the fact that something was different, but she was too busy thinking about her brother's warning to notice the subtle change in Draco's attitude towards her. 





 Once they were inside, she closed the door behind her. Calmly, so as not to alarm him, she repeated everything Ron and Harry and Hermione had told her about being in danger from Death Eaters. 





 But Draco didn't react as she had expected. Instead of being afraid, he looked bemused. 





 Then he spoke. “Let me get this straight. You came here to warn me?” Draco stared at Ginny. And for the first time in quite a while, his face broke out in a genuine smile. “You're worried about me!” 





 Ginny gasped. “Bloody hell! I'm telling you that your life is in serious danger and you're sitting there making jokes!” Angrily, she spun on her heel and started to march out of the room. “Fine. Whatever.” 





 Draco caught her by the arm and pulled her back to face him. He had wiped the smile from his face, but he couldn't quite conceal the glimmer of satisfaction in his eyes. 





 Ginny wanted to slap him. “You're a real idiot, you know that?” 





 “So my father told me,” murmured Draco, and he lowered his head to kiss her. 





 After a few heated moments, Ginny pulled away, flushing. “All right. You're going to have to stop kissing me, Malfoy!” 





 “Draco.” 





 “Malfoy,” she said pointedly. “Did you hear a word I said?” 





 “Danger. Death Eaters. Be careful,” he said, parroting a few key words of Ginny's anxious warning. Then he kissed her again. 





 Ginny broke away. “Bloody hell!” Hurriedly, she backed away from Draco, putting the teacher's table between them. “Is it just me, or aren't we mortal enemies?” 





 Draco pressed his lips together, firmly hiding his grin. He didn't think Ginny would appreciate levity right now. “It's just you.” 





 “You hate me, Malfoy!” 





 “Draco,” he said. “And I don't hate you.” 





 “Yes, you do.” 





 Draco sighed. “Why are you hiding behind the table? And don't think I haven't noticed that it is my supposed hatred we're discussing, not yours. Does that mean you don't hate me?” 





 “I am not hiding behind the table,” snapped Ginny, choosing to address only the first question. “And we've been talking for a few minutes already! Why the bloody hell have you not insulted me yet? Are you sick?” 





 “I'm not sick,” said Draco, rolling his eyes. “I just had a little talk with Zabini, that's all.” 





 “Blaise Zabini?” Ginny pounced. “Ha! It's a bet. It's a bet to see how long it'll take you to drive me crazy. Or something stupid like that.” Her eyes narrowed. "Is it a bet to see if you can get a Gryffindor to fall in love with you?" A horrified look flashed across her face. "Or -- have sex with you?" 





 Draco sighed again. Then, in a movement so quick Ginny didn't even have time to react, he leaned forward and grabbed her by the wrists, maneuvering her over to his side of the table. She stumbled. He caught her. 





 “What are you doing?” she shrieked. 





 “Lower your voice, Ginny.” 





 “I want to know what Zabini said to make you suddenly decide that it's fine for you to make skin contact with a Weasley.” 





 “What are you waiting for?” 





 “What?” 





 “That's what he said.” Draco pinned Ginny to the side of the table, his hands braced on either side of her, on the tabletop, effectively imprisoning her in his arms. He looked down at her. She inhaled, as though to gather strength, then stiffened her spine and met his gaze squarely. 





 “He asked you what you were waiting for?” she asked. 





 “Yes.” 





 Ginny's eyes held his steadily. “Care to elaborate?” 





 “No.” 





 “Then may I say something?” 





 “By all means.” 





 “I think you're tricking me. This is a lose-lose situation. If I return your advances you win some sort of bet, and if I don't you vow revenge on me forever. It's not fair.” 





 Draco leaned his forehead against hers. “You're a suspicious person,” he said softly. His hips pressed against hers intimately, and Ginny fought to hide her blush, to keep her gaze locked on his. “I thought you hero types always believed the best of everybody.” 





 “First, I'm not a hero type, and second, the kind of person who believes the best of everybody is more commonly called naïve.” 





 “Are you calling Potter naïve?” 





 For the first time, Ginny smiled. “That's where you're wrong, Malfoy. Harry always, always believes the worst of you.” 





 Draco smiled back. He leaned in even closer, his nose brushing against hers now. “And you?” 





 “Harry and I have whole conversations about how evil you are. We—” 





 She didn't finish her sentence because his lips touched hers. This kiss was the best yet. There was no urgency, no hurry, just a slow, sweet, thorough exploration of lips and tongues that ended only when Draco pulled away, his gray eyes warmer than Ginny had ever seen them before. 





 "It's not a bet, Ginny," he murmured. "Although I must admit, your last idea had some merit." 





 Ginny couldn't think clearly with his body pressed against hers."What?" 





 "You mentioned that this might be a bet to see if I could get you to have sex with me." Draco smiled. "In other words, you think that I think I'm capable of seducing you. I find that more than a little interesting." 





 "Interesting?" Ginny scowled. All right. Time to take charge. Quickly, before she lost her nerve, she twined her arms around Draco's neck and leaned up to kiss him, her lips parted and inviting. She buried one hand in his silky blond hair and curled the other around the nape of his neck, sliding her knee smoothly between his legs. She all but melted into him, the kiss deepening, intensifying, as her heart pounded in her ears and his arms tightened around her. 





 Finally, she pulled away. She smiled at Draco. "I think you think that I'm capable of seducing you." 





 Before he could reply, Ginny hurried from the room. She heard him coming after her, and, still shocked at her own nerve, she fled. 





 ------------------------------------ 





 Kingsley Shacklebolt's tale was particularly nerve-wracking to Lupin, because he kept imagining what Tonks had gone through. 





 Shacklebolt had received a note from one of his friends, requesting a meeting in a desolate section of Knockturn alley the very evening of that same day. The note was sealed, in his friend's handwriting, and mentioned a grave danger, along with a plea for utmost secrecy. Shacklebolt, worried, had shown up. But his friend hadn't. 





 Instead, a cloaked figure, its face hidden in the shadows, had attacked him.Shacklebolt caught a glimpse of the hand holding the wand, dark brown and scarred, just before the Cruciatus Curse hit him full on.He went down, screaming. 





 But he wasn't one of the most feared Aurors for nothing. He still remembered his instructor's voice describing a scenario for him: "Okay, let's pretend you're not winning the fight. The Death Eater hit you with a Cruciatus curse. You fall to the ground, screaming and writhing in pain. Now -- you're going to have to assume that the Death Eater is standing near you, watching avidly as you suffer, because that's what Death Eater's like to do. So you'll lash out with your legs and arms. Maybe he won't expect that. Maybe he'll fall to the floor with you. That's a lot of maybes, but if things go your way, then it'll turn out fine. If you don't have your wand, use your fists. They're weapons too." 





 So Shacklebolt had done just that. He rolled over, flailing his limbs wildly, and felt his forearm hit a leg. He gripped the ankle and pulled, with all his might, and the figure landed on him.Shacklebolt felt an elbow catch him in the stomach just as a voice shouted, "Levicorpus!" 





 There's two of them, Shacklebolt thought. The figure on top of him froze, but Shacklebolt didn't push him off just yet. He still had value as a shield. He felt desperately for his wand, but couldn't find it, so he grabbed his attacker's wand and pointed it in the direction of the voice. "Petrificus Totalus!" he bellowed. 





 He turned his head just in time to see another figure dodging his spell. This one was light-skinned. That was the only impression he got before the man shouted, "Accio wand!" 





 The wand zoomed out of his hand. Without thinking,hisinstructor's voice saying 'use your fists' roaring in his head, Shacklebolt lunged to his feet and took off after the wand. He caught a glimpse of wide, stunned eyes just as he launched himself forward, swinging his fist. It connected solidly with the man's cheek. He grabbed the wand back and kneed the attacker in the groin, making him double over in pain, and Shacklebolt shoved him towards his accomplice, who was still frozen on the ground. He spotted his wand at his feet, where his assailtant had probably dropped it, and he picked it up, pocketing the extra wand. 





 "Who are you?" he shouted, his wand pointed at them. 





 The second attacked struggled to his feet, pulling his companion up with him. In the process, he tugged up his companion's cloak, and Shacklebolt saw the Dark Mark burned on his arm. A chill coursed through him. Shit. 





 The second attacker slipped his hand into his pocket. 





 "Put your hands where I can see them!" Shacklebolt yelled, but it was too late. The two cloaked figures had already vanished into thin air. 





 "A Portkey," he muttered. "Damn." 





 And without wasting any more time, he headed for his friend's house. He was home. No, he hadn't sent Shacklebolt any notes, but would he like to stay for dinner? 





 Shacklebolt grimly declined the invitation. His next stop was Hogwarts. He didn't want to go to the Ministry; he feared Scrimgeour would accuse him of inventing stories, trying to scare the magical community just after Voldemort had been defeated. His mind was churning; if Death Eaters had attacked him -- him, Kingsley Shacklebolt! -- then a lot of random events that had been taking place since Voldemort's defeat suddenly had a new, and terrifying, meaning. He warned McGonagall, then went to see Tonks and Lupin. 





 Afterthe story was over, Lupin sat back, shaking his head. "Bloody hell," he whispered. "Death Eaters. That's what Tonks said, too. Of course, she was rambling at that point." 





 Shacklebolt exhaled. "Your turn, Lupin. What happened to Tonks?" 





 "Well." Lupin glanced towards the door that led to the hospital room where Tonks was still unconscious. As soon as Kingsley Shacklebolt had arrived, he had taken the conversation to a secluded section of the hallway, to avoid disturbing Tonks. He gazed at the Auror now, mulling over his answer. 





 "Well?" Shacklebolt repeated. 





 "To tell you the truth," Lupin said slowly, "I don't really know." 

















 A/N: Sallie made an excellent, excellent point. (Thanks for the review, by the way!) I think I neglected to mention that the flashbacks are meant to explain why Draco has changed from an evil bastard to someone Ginny Weasley could fall in love with. And to shed some light on what the situation was before the events in this fic took place.
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"Do you love me because I am beautiful? Or am I beautiful because I am loved?”



-Anonymous 







CHAPTER ELEVEN



(insight)







 Ginny spoke of the Laguna case. Or tried to. 





 She was trying so hard to spare Neville's feelings that she had managed to dance around the subject for almost an hour now. She dwelled at length on Scrimgeour's good name in the magical community, blabbered nonsense about Demetria Laguna's connection to the Blacks, ranted for at least ten minutes about the evil of Death Eaters, and basically avoided the whole point. 





 Neville listened, seemingly lost for words, but Luna -- who had insisted on staying to listen, despite numerous hints from Ginny that she'd rather talk to Neville alone -- had no patience for her tact. "Spit it out," she said at last, impatiently. "What does Demetria Laguna want from Neville?" 





 The three of them were in the library, and Ginny paused to look around for eavesdroppers before responding. She needn't have worried; the library was nearly empty. Time to get to the point. 





 "To be a witness," she said reluctantly. "To tell the Wizengamot that the Cruciatus is inhumane, and not particularly effective -- especially as a tool to force confessions -- since anyone will confess anything to escape the torture." 





 "Like what happened to my parents?" Neville's voice was a whisper. Luna reached for his hand and squeezed it, a gesture that Ginny noticed only because she was making an effort to turn away from the look on Neville's face. Inwardly, she cursed Lupin and Scrimgeour and all the other high-profile wizards for putting her in this position. Big boys playing big games. Who was thinking of Neville? Who was considering the possible trauma such a trial could inflict on such an impressionable young man? 





 "I'm not doing it," Neville said. His voice was higher than usual. 





 "Neville--" Ginny tried, but he was no longer listening. 





 "I can't!" he said loudly, and his voice was so pained that Madame Pince, for once, did not give the noisemaker a glare meant to intimidate the culprit into silence. Instead, she gave Neville a look of worried concern, but she soon reverted back to form when her gaze shifted to Ginny. Her evil glare said, what have you done to the poor boy?









It's not me, it's the bloody Ministry of Magic, Ginny wanted to yell, but she forced herself to stay calm. At least Madame Pince was restraining herself from interfering. And Neville's reaction was not unexpected. For a moment she searched for words, and finally, simply, she said, “Professor Lupin trusts you, Neville.” 





 He paled. “Surely he didn't think I'd agree to this!” 





 “Yes. He did. He was certain of it, in fact.” 





 A silence fell over them. The mixture of guilt and anguish and uncertainty on Neville's face made Ginny want to cry. 





 "I think you should do it," said Luna unexpectedly. "They need you. To show that Scrimgeour made a mistake in authorizing the use of the Unforgivable Curses." 





 Neville lowered his head. Ginny stared at Luna, stunned. The last thing she had expected was coherent advice from Loony Lovegood. 





 And she wasn't done yet. “If Scrimgeour wins the case,” she said calmly, “Then the decision won't be overturned until an entirely different group of wizards fill the seats of the Wizengamot. Perhaps the decision won't ever be overturned. Then the next time a Dark Wizard comes along, the Aurors can use the Unforgivable Curses on innocent people again.” 





 “People like my parents.” And it was Neville who said it, his voice steady. He hesitated for only a moment before nodding. “All right. Tell Professor Lupin I'll do it.” 





 Ginny shut her gaping mouth, remembering belatedly to nod. Then she sighed. “I'm not the one who should be thanking you,” she said softly, “But I think I'm speaking for Professor Lupin and Demetria Laguna when I tell you how much your testimony will be appreciated.” 





 “I'm not doing it for them,” said Neville. 





 Ginny looked at Luna, who was gazing at Neville with a small smile on her face. She saw Ginny looking and met her eyes; her smile widened. 





 Ginny smiled back. “I understand." 





 -:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-: 





 "Stop." 





 Bitter Wand stopped talking, not really in deference to the command, but as an instinctive reaction to the coldly terrible note in Dark Moon's voice. Shadow, who had been stoic ever since he and Bitter Wand had rejoined the others to confess their failure with Kingsley Shacklebolt, found that his hand was trembling. In fear? He shoved his hand into his robe's pocket to hide his shaking, but Danaya noticed. She bit her lip. Next to her, Howling Night was pale. 





 "You lost your wand?" Still in that same deadly voice. 





 Bitter Wand nodded jerkily. 





 "Crucio!" The force of the spell sent Bitter Wand to the floor, where he screamed in pain for what seemed like eternity. Shadow's entire body was shaking now. His fear was justified. For Dark Moon turned his wand next on Shadow, and though he had tried to prepare himself for the pain, he still writhed and made animal sounds of hellish agony. Not even Danaya dared to stop the torture, though. At last, Dark Moon lifted his wand. 





 "You better hope they're not smart enough to think of using your wand," he warned. "Or you must die." 





 The cold certainty of the statement pierced the fog of pain still clouding Shadow's senses, but he had no energy to react. At the moment, the memory of the Cruciatus still vivid in his mind, he felt death was welcome. Next to him, Bitter Wand, hunched into a ball on the floor, was silent. 





 "What will they use the wand for?" Danaya asked timidly. 





 "To find us." And it was Howling Night who spoke. He understood, and he was the only one besides Dark Moon who did. 





 Danaya swallowed. On the floor, Shadow closed his eyes. Bitter Wand remained silent. 





 -:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:- 





 Hermione, Harry, and Ron went to visit Tonks again. Ginny, busy with Neville, elected not to come with them. 





 It was a weekend this time. Tonks was still unconscious, but Shacklebolt was there, in a serious, quiet conversation with Lupin about something. The three of them instantly butted in. 





 At Lupin's nod, Shacklebolt agreed to tell them his story. They trooped into the hallway, to leave Tonks in peace inside her room, and the Auror related to the trio what had happened to him. They hung on to his every word. When he was done, Harry and Ron were worried, but Hermione looked deep in thought. An insight was taking shape in her head, and to her, it was so obvious that she couldn't believe Shacklebolt hadn't thought of it. 





 Lupin was turning to go back in when she spoke. 





 “Wait,” said Hermione sharply. Both Shacklebolt and Lupin turned to her. “Do you still have the Death Eater's wand?” 





 Shacklebolt looked surprised. “Actually, yes, I do. I had forgotten.” 





 “I have an idea,” Hermione said. “Ollivander's back, right? Why don't you go to him and see if he remembers the Death Eater's wand? Maybe he can give you a lead.” 





 For a moment there was silence, then Lupin shot Hermione a look that was close to reverent. “That,” he said slowly, “Is truly brilliant.” 





 -:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-: 





 But Hermione's euphoria at her stroke of `brilliance,' as Lupin called it, was short-lived. 





 By some awful coincidence, Hermione ended up paired with Draco during their Transfiguration class. The complex spell used to change a plant into an animal required more power than an underage wizard had, so Professor McGonagall had them cast the spell in pairs. The combined force would be effective. “In a few meetings,” she had warned, “I expect you to be capable of doing this spell on your own.” But for now, pairs it was. 





 The Gryffindor and Slytherin seventh-years took this class together. Ron had instantly paired up with Harry, who looked apologetically at Hermione before starting to attempt the spell with Ron. Parvati and Lavender had paired up, and Seamus, who was Harry's usual partner, was absent — neither Neville, Dean, Crabbe, or Goyle had gotten into Advanced Transfiguration. Draco usually paired up with Zabini, but Pansy had gotten to him before he could. She seemed to be mad at Draco. And Millicent Bullstrode, like Seamus, was absent. 





 Hermione and Draco each stood alone, wondering what to do, when McGonagall caught sight of them. 





 “Granger! Malfoy! Pair up and get started!” she barked. 





 “What dreadful luck,” Hermione muttered, marching over to Draco. She shot Harry and Ron an evil glance. Ron ignored her, but Harry mouthed “Sorry,” which mollified her. But only slightly. 





 “What's the matter? You and Weasley had a fight?” 





 Hermione shot him a glance. Had he just said Weasley, instead of Weasel? He had probably just forgotten. She hadn't failed to notice Pansy's barely concealed anger towards her `Drakie-poo,' and waspishly, she retorted, “We're as happy together as you and Pansy are.” 





 Instead of coming back with some witty gem of sarcasm, Draco said only, “Pansy and I have broken up. You just make sure to tell all your friends that.” 





 Was it only her imagination, or had Draco emphasized `all your friends'? Hermione scowled. “Yeah, why don't I do that. I'm sure Harry will jump for joy when he hears that you and Pansy are now both free to prey on innocent people.” 





 Draco grinned. “You just keep all the hatred coming, Granger. Don't bottle it up inside." 





 The fact that his tone was so obviously devoid of malice caught Hermione by surprise. She was in a bad mood; had been ever since Ron had abandoned her for Harry. (Or was it vice versa? She quickly squelched that thought.) Admitting guiltily to herself that she was treating Draco the same was he treated everyone else — spitefully — she sighed. Making a genuine effort to be civil, she said stiffly, “Let's get started.” 





 They started to perform the spell. They didn't do well, which got Hermione's hackles raised again. “Put the stress on the third syllable, not the second!” 





 “You try it my way, and if it doesn't work, we'll try yours, all right? Nothing's going to happen as long as we're saying the incantation differently.” 





 Hermione gritted her teeth. “Fine.” They tried Draco's way. The spell didn't work. They tried it Hermione's way. The plant shook itself, and its leaves melted into its stem, which had thickened, forming a snakelike pattern. It wiggled gently. It still wasn't a full-blown snake, for it wasn't hissing, but close enough. 





 “Yes!” Hermione exulted, shooting Draco an I-told-you-so look. 





 He rolled his eyes. “Very well, Granger. You were right.” 





 Had Draco just effectively admitted that he had made a mistake? What was going on? She swallowed her first response, and began thinking. He ignored her. 





 After a moment, she said, “I think Pansy's trying to make you jealous.” 





 Draco turned. Pansy was flirting heavily with Zabini; when she saw him looking, she laughed and pressed herself even closer against his side. Zabini wasn't encouraging her, but he wasn't pushing her away, either. He shrugged at Draco. His look said, what can I do?







 Draco shook his head and turned back to their almost-snake. “Let's try that again.” 





 “You're not jealous?” Hermione was watching him closely. 





 “Should I be?” 





 They tried the spell again, but Draco forgot to say it correctly. The snake-plant remained the same. Instead of castigating him, Hermione said, “There's a rumor going around that you're dating someone else.” 





 Draco failed to follow the direction of her thoughts. Thinking she was just trying to annoy him, he said casually, “And who are they saying is the lucky girl?" 





 “What they're saying, Malfoy, is that it doesn't seem to be a Slytherin." 





 He turned to face her. She gazed evenly back at him. “Is it a Gryffindor?” 





 Draco knocked the plant over. The pot crashed to the floor, cracking, and dirt spilled out. The plant was crushed and bent at an odd angle. 





 "Malfoy!" Professor McGonagall advanced on them, her nostrils flaring. She lifted her wand, but Hermione beat her to it; with a wave of her wand she righted the mess. 





 Professor McGonagall stopped in her tracks, looking impressed at Hermione's advanced use of magic. The plant and pot were restored so perfectly that it was impossible to tell they had ever been damaged. Forgetting about Draco, she smiled and granted Gryffindor ten points, then moved on. 





 When she was gone, Draco hissed, "What are you talking about?" 





 “You told me to tell my friends that you're now single and available,” she pointed out. “My friends are all in Gryffindor.” 





 Damn. Hermione was so irritating that it was easy to forget how smart she was. He glared at her. “Why don't you mind your own business?” he snapped. 





 “At last,” she muttered. “The Malfoy we all know and hate.” 





 They spent a moment glaring at each other, then turned back to the plant. 

















 A/N: Review if you have the time... I'd really like that... and sorry for the delay in updating. But certainly you're used to it by now. ^_^ 











        
    
        
            12. bloody complicated
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"This love was a bell that rang unheard in the air.”



-Jewel 







CHAPTER TWELVE



(bloody complicated)







 Draco spotted his mother's owl immediately. She was pure black, with a streak of brilliant blue running from the center of her forehead and spreading out into a V-shape from the top of her head to the tips of her wings; Lucius Malfoy's ridiculously rare and expensive gift to his wife on the last wedding anniversary they had `celebrated' before the Dark Lord's second rising. The owl swooped once around the Great Hall, its wings spread wide, before landing elegantly in front of Draco. There was a piece of parchment and a copy of the Daily Prophet tied around the owl's leg. 





 His mother had written, without preamble, “The daughter of a wizard Lucius tortured into insanity is asking for compensation. She asked for a thousand galleons; I gave her 500. I don't have such money on hand, so I took it from your inheritance. She could have asked for much more, and you'll see why I gave in when you read the Daily Prophet. We don't need our names dragged through the mud again. Love, your mum.” 





 Draco read the note without comment, his expression unchanging and unreadable. Then he picked up the Daily Prophet. 





 WITCH SUES MINISTRY, the headline screamed, and under it, in smaller capital letters, “For Violation of Wizard Rights.” 





 Draco scanned the article. Apparently, a wizard named Virreor Laguna had been tortured into insanity by Aurors. They had suspected him of collaborating with Death Eaters. It later turned out he wasn't, but he was already in St. Mungo's. Insane. His wife, Demetria, was suing the Ministry. “Yes, I'm asking for monetary compensation,” she was quoted in the article. “But more than that, I'm asking for justice. I want assurance that the Ministry will not allow something like this to happen ever again.” 





 The Wizengamot, as Draco knew from his father, were notoriously secretive about their cases. That this one had reached newspapers meant there was a leak in the Ministry. 





 His eyes landed on a smaller article in the lower section of the front page. It was about a witch whose father had been tortured into insanity by a Death Eater. My father, Draco thought, and felt an irrational guilt, which he swiftly repressed. He kept reading. 





 The Ministry wanted her for a witness on their side, to prove that the Death Eaters were doing things equally atrocious and therefore the Aurors were only fighting back, but she had declined. And would continue to, the Daily Prophet hinted, as long as the family of the guilty Death Eater continued to placate her. She had refused to name the Death Eater who tortured her father, since “negotiations are proceeding well with his family, who will be the ones who suffer if I choose to reveal his name.” 





 For a moment Draco was silent, considering. Then he closed the Daily Prophet. “Hand me a quill,” he ordered. 





 Crabbe brought out a quill, and Goyle brought out a bottle of ink. They had been obeying his orders for so long they had it down to a science. Quickly Draco took his mother's note, flipped it over, and scrawled on the other side, “It's fine. Take care of yourself. Christmas is coming; I'll see you soon. Draco.” Then he retied the note to the owl's leg and sent it off. 





 “Who was that?” Crabbe asked. Goyle looked equally clueless. Draco wondered wryly if they would learn to recognize Narcissa Malfoy's striking owl if he ordered them to. 





 “My mum,” he said. Inadvertently, he glanced over towards the Gryffindor's table. They were huddled in groups over copies of the Daily Prophet, too. He searched the table until he saw that splash of red hair. Ginny's arm was around Neville as they pored over something in the Daily Prophet. He felt a twinge of annoyance, which he quashed by reminding himself that Longbottom's parents had also been tortured into insanity. 





 Draco noted the chalkiness of Neville's expression, and grew thoughtful. Perhaps the Ministry had it backwards. If they forced that daughter of the wizard Lucius Malfoy had tortured to be a witness, it could backfire on them. Demetria Laguna could point out that Lucius was in jail while the Aurors who had tortured her husband were not, though they had done exactly the same thing. 





 Across the table from him, Blaise Zabini put down his copy of the Daily Prophet. “Scrimgeour's in trouble,” he said. For a simple statement, it had penetrated quite swiftly to the heart of the matter. “He's going to be having a difficult time dealing with this.” 





 Draco nodded, his gaze straying back to Neville and Ginny. “He's not the only one.” 





 -:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:- 





 “Wow!” 





 Ron and Harry goggled at the new broom on display in the stores of Hogsmeade. Even Ginny, who wasn't the type to look enviously at other Quidditch players because they had better brooms, was impressed. 





 They were in Hogsmeade. Hermione had stayed in Hogwarts to help Neville prepare his testimony. They had already received a note from Lupin. Both the Ministry and Demetria Laguna had wanted the story of the trial kept private, and they were furious at the appearance of the story in the papers. Already Scrimgeour's supporters were rallying behind him, while minority groups like centaurs and merpeople threw their support behind Demetria. 





 The pressure on Neville had intensified, and Hermione, as usual, had risen to the challenge. She was firmly on Demetria Laguna's side, though Harry and Ron still weren't convinced. 





 Luna was with Hermione and Neville, too. Ginny thought she should stay with them, but Hermione had shooed her away. “We can handle it,” she said with a smile. “Go enjoy yourselves.” 





 They certainly were enjoying themselves. They had stopped to gawk at the magnificent new broom almost half an hour ago, and they were still there. Extraordinary. No doubt the price would be extraordinary, too, Ginny thought, grinning. “I'll see what it costs,” she called over her shoulder as she disappeared into the shop. Ron and Harry waved her off, their noses still pressed to the glass window as they stared at the broom. Its handle was made of dark, gleaming wood, and looked particularly vibrant against the plush red velvet lining the inside of its long rectangular case. “QUITAROL” was emblazoned in silver script on the side of the case, and below it, a small silver flame. The silver flame logo also appeared on the broom's handle. 





 “This,” Ron said slowly, shaking his had in awe, “is just…” And he let loose another heartfelt sigh. 





 “At loss for words, Weasley?” said a familiar voice dryly. They turned. 





 Draco stood with one hand in his pocket, smirking at Ron, who flushed. “Get lost,” he muttered, glaring at the Slytherin. 





 Draco shrugged and went closer to the broom, ignoring him. Crabbe and Goyle flanked him, their scowls daring anyone to get in their way. 





 “A Quitarol,” Draco said, studying the broom. “I heard rumors, but I didn't think it would be released this soon.” He sent Harry a faintly mocking grin. “They say it's even better than the Firebolt.” 





 Harry stared back at him. “But if the person riding it has no skill, then it won't matter, will it? Just because someone can afford a Quitarol doesn't mean he's good enough to ride it.” 





 A slight flush rose on Draco's cheeks, and Ron snickered. Crabbe and Goyle stiffened. 





 “Who is good enough for a Quitarol, Potter? You?” 





 “You said it, not him,” Ron said. 





 “I don't remember including you in this conversation, Weasley.” 





 “But I remember you butting in on my conversation with Harry, so quid pro quo, Malfoy.” 





 Draco burst out laughing. “An actual comeback? A Latin phrase? Is Granger starting to rub off on you?” 





 The mention of his ex-girlfriend made Ron furious. Turning red, he whipped out his wand. 





 Draco touched his wand in his pocket, but didn't pull it out. His smirk stayed in place. “What are you going to do? Curse me?” 





 Harry grabbed Ron's wand and pulled it out of his hand. “He's not worth it, Ron.” 





 Ginny overheard them as she stepped outside, and she shook her head. Boys. If the air got any more clogged with testosterone, it would be hazardous to any girl who had to breathe in it. 





 “Hey,” she said mildly to no one in particular, joining the group. She linked her arm through her brother's, and watched Draco's face with interest. It phased from surprise to pleasure to confusion and finally, to irritation. He glowered at her. 





 Harry's eyes narrowed, and he stepped in front of Ginny. “Why don't you sod off, Malfoy? We're done talking.” 





 Draco flushed slightly as he realized that Harry was protecting Ginny from him, for he had been glaring at her like he wanted to do her serious harm. This annoyed him even more than her sudden appearance had, and his glare intensified. 





 When he had first seen her, he had wanted to kiss her, but of course that wasn't possible with her big brother and ex-boyfriend looking on. She had been hiding out from him since that day she had warned him of Death Eaters, and now, when at last he saw her, he couldn't even talk to her as he wanted. That bloody well irritated him. 





 Behind Harry, Ginny stood on her toes to whisper something to him. She had pulled back her thick red hair into a ponytail, but a strand escaped, brushing across Harry's lips as she murmured something into his ear. It made him smile. 





 Draco's eyes narrowed. Without giving himself time to think about it, he lunged forward and shoved Harry. Hard. The Gryffindor stumbled backwards, and would have taken Ginny with him if Draco hadn't grabbed her by the arm to keep her steady while Harry staggered. 





 “What are you doing?” Ginny cried. She whirled to face him, sparks of anger dancing in her brown eyes. His grip on her arm was almost but not quite tight enough to leave bruises. 





 “What were you telling Potter?” 





 She had whispered, in an attempt to lighten the mood, “If you keep that up, my brother's going to think you're in love with me again. You better step back and pretend you're glaring at Malfoy because he's a git, not because he's scowling so threateningly at me.” And Harry had smiled at her exaggeratedly mordant tone. 





 But she didn't think Draco would appreciate that, so she said only, “Nothing!” 





 He had a lot to say to that, but no time to voice them. Ron had seen them, and he bellowed, “Get your hands off my sister!” just before he tackled Draco. 





 In a moment, Harry, Crabbe, and Goyle had joined the fray. 





 Hell, no. Ginny groaned to herself. “Will you stop that!” she shrieked at them. She tried to pull Ron and Draco apart, and received an elbow in her stomach for her trouble. She gasped and doubled over in pain. A fist brushed her shoulder, and she jumped backwards, away from the fight. Well! They were so busy fighting they didn't even notice she was trying to stop them! 





 A few passers-by had stopped to watch with interest. Ginny turned red and wondered if she could pretend she didn't know them. 





 Finally, Dean and Seamus passed by. They looked startled at first, then they quickly moved forward, to pull the fighters apart. Soon some of the other passers-by made an effort to help. Harry, Ron, and Draco calmed down as soon as they were pulled backwards, but Crabbe and Goyle looked like they wanted to keep fighting. 





 “You can let me go,” said Harry to Dean, who had twisted his arms behind his back. 





 Dean released him. “What were you fighting about?” he asked with interest. 





 “Nothing,” Ginny snapped, tearing her eyes away from the rapidly purpling bruise on the corner of Draco's mouth. “Absolutely nothing.” 





 “He started it,” Ron grumbled, throwing Draco a surly look. 





 Draco decided that that wasn't worth a retort. His fierce frown prompted the innocent bystander holding him to let him go. 





 “Thanks,” said Ginny to Dean and Seamus, then she marched off without looking back. 





 “Wait up!” Ron called, hurrying after her. Harry paused to give Draco a scathing look before he followed. 





 Crabbe and Goyle, their targets gone, shifted their menacing stares onto Seamus and Dean. 





 “Oh, no,” said Seamus, holding up his hands. “We have nothing to do with this.” He and Dean turned and left. 





 Draco shoved his hands into his pockets and wondered how it had all gotten so bloody complicated. 





 -:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:- 





 Ollivander studied the wand for only a few seconds before looking up. 





 “Hard oak, twelve inches, a dragon's scale… this belonged to Lucius Malfoy,” he said simply. 





 Lupin and Shacklbolt stared at the wand, then at Ollivander's calm face, then at each other. Then they did it all again. It would have been comical but for the looks on Lupin and Shacklebolt's faces. 





 “I thought he was in Azkaban,” said Ollivander. 





 Grimly, Lupin took the wand back. “I suppose we had better pay him a visit.” 





 “It will be his first in a while,” said Shacklebolt. 





 “Narcissa and Draco Malfoy don't visit him?” Lupin asked. 





 Shacklebolt shrugged. “No. There are rumors that it was Draco who turned him in after You-Know-Who's second downfall.” 





 “Are they true?” 





 “I don't know.” At Lupin's dubious look, Shacklebolt spread his hands. “I really don't, I'm telling you. I'm just an Auror, not the bloody Minister of Magic.” 





 “We can ask him about his son,” said Lupin softly. “After we ask him about his wand.” 





 -:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:- 





 Ginny cornered Draco just after they returned to Hogwarts, when all their companions had retired to their dorms to rest. She sat on a chair in an empty classroom and gave him her dirtiest look. “A brawl. A bloody brawl. I hope you're happy,” she hissed. 





 Draco folded his arms across his chest. “So you've decided to stop avoiding me?” 





 “I wasn't avoiding you,” she lied. 





 His brow lifted, telling her silently that he knew she was lying. 





 She shifted the conversation back to less dangerous matters. “What was that stupid fight all about?” 





 “I refuse to take all the blame.” 





 “You refuse? You can bloody well refuse until you turn blue, but you started it. You shoved Harry for no good reason!” 





 He had reason, all right, but Draco decided to keep that to himself. “Potter's a weenie. I barely touched him.” 





 She turned red with fury, so he quickly added, “Look, it's over. Can we just forget about it?” 





 “Forget about you attacking my friends just because you felt like it? I think not.” 





 Draco sighed. He let his eyes drift from her blazing brown eyes, down to her lips, down her slender neck… when his gaze met hers again, his own silver eyes had warmed. “I don't feel like arguing anymore.” 





 Ginny flushed, thoroughly discomfited. “I…” She cleared her throat, aware that she had been reduced to trailing off. “I have to go.” 





 She started to leave, but Draco had anticipated her. He moved to block the door, leaning casually against the doorknob. She stopped in front of him. “Let me pass, Malfoy.” 





 “Not until you tell me what you were whispering to Potter, Ginny.” 





 She stared at him, her mind working furiously. Then she said, incredulously, “Are you jealous?” 





 Draco went very still. With equal incredulity, he said, “Certainly not.” 





 Ginny's lips tightened. “Then let me pass.” 





 “All right. Just tell me why you've been avoiding me since that day you warned me about the Death Eaters.” 





 The lie came easier this time. “I have not been avoiding you.” 





 For a moment Draco said nothing, then he shrugged and stepped aside. “If you say so. Go on, leave.” 





 Ginny blinked, then opened the door. She was halfway outside when she looked back. 





 His expression was cool and closed. “I'm not stopping you.” 





 She hesitated again, fighting the most ridiculous urge to kiss him, then left. 
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"Someday someone will walk into your life and make you

 realize why it never worked out with anyone else.”

 — Anonymous 







CHAPTER THIRTEEN



(something to think about)







 “Draco.”









Draco flinched at the sound of his name, and wished he hadn't bothered to visit. His mother had been vehemently against it. But he needed to see for himself what he had done. He needed to know that had done the right thing.









So he went to Azkaban. A gloom descended upon him immediately as he entered, though the number of Dementors guarding it had been greatly lessened. Even if all the Dementors decided to revolt again, there would be enough other guards left to guard Azkaban and prevent a mass breakout. The Ministry had learned its lesson during Voldemort's second uprising.









Inside the prison cell, his father looked broken; it seemed that nothing remained of the man he had once been. He had become thinner, bonier. His too-long hair was matted, and his skin was chalky. But it was in his eyes that the change was most drastic. Once Lucius Malfoy had had the power to send others cowering with the sheer force of his arrogant gaze. Now his eyes were dull and empty.









Draco, deeply disturbed, had been about to leave — almost as soon as he arrived — when Lucius spoke his name.









Instead of responding, he looked at Lucius, waiting. Resolved to keep silent.







 “I'll have my revenge,” he said, his raspy voice a mere whisper.







 “How?” Draco snapped, with biting sarcasm, and instantly regretted responding at all. He hated himself for rising to the bait, but then, his father had always known how to provoke him.









Lucius smiled. At last, anger. Better than the looks of pity and revulsion Draco had been giving him since he first arrived.







 “I gave my wand to others like me,” he said. “They have not been captured. They will continue to fight. The day I get my wand back, you will be the first to suffer.”









Draco clenched his fists. He saw a glint of satisfaction in his father's dead eyes, and, furious, he forced himself to relax, determined to appear unaffected. He formed his lips into a sneer. “Keep dreaming.”









Lucius started to respond, but Draco had already turned to leave. And whatever Lucius said was drowned out by the sound of his footsteps echoing in the corridor, mingled with the piteous cries of other inmates as Draco strode past them.









He did not look back.







 -:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:- 





 Hermione sat down in a couch in the Gryffindor common room, heaving a great sigh. Next to her, Ginny looked up from an Herbology assignment with a questioning smile. “I thought you were with Ron and Harry in the library.” 





 “If I wait for them to finish the Transfiguration paper that McGonagall gave us, I'll be there until tomorrow. And I left before they could work up the nerve to ask permission to copy from me again.” 





 “Neville's doomed.” 





 Ginny blinked, then set aside her quill and parchment. Herbology could wait in the face of such a pessimistic statement from the girl who believed that house elves could be reformed. “Care to elaborate?” she asked gently, worried, for Hermione looked truly weary. She had deep shadows under her eyes, and her hair seemed even bushier than usual. 





 “Neville's going to end up sounding like a witness for the Ministry,” said Hermione dolefully. 





 “What do you mean?” 





 “He's on Demetria Kilrathi's side, but listening to him, you'd think that the use of Unforgivable Curses against Death Eaters is only fair, since the Death Eaters tortured good Aurors like Neville's parents so horribly,” Hermione explained. “He can't get the point across — that the Ministry chose a method of attack against Death Eaters that hurt innocent wizards like Virreor Kilrathi, too.” 





 Ginny considered. “When I asked him how he was doing this morning, Neville said basically the same thing you did, but I thought he was just panicking. He kept saying he wished he could speak to Professor Lupin. So it's true? He's really not making a very good witness?” 





 “Yes. In fact, Neville and I aren't going to work on his testimony again until he hears from Lupin. He sent him a letter already.” Hermione sighed. 





 Ginny regarded her sympathetically. “Why don't we talk about something else, then? I'm certain you need a distraction.” 





 A moment of silence passed, then Hermione cleared her throat. “Actually,” she said slowly, “I do have something I want to talk to you about.” 





 Hermione's tone was so odd that Ginny felt herself stiffening, becoming more alert. “What?” she asked. 





 “Remember the fight in Hogsmeade? Between Harry and your brother, and Malfoy and his goons?” 





 So Ron was `your brother' now, Ginny thought to herself. “Yes, I remember.” 





 “What did you say they fought about again?” asked Hermione. 





 “I don't know,” Ginny admitted truthfully. “I left Harry and Ron alone for a minute to check out the Quitarol's price, and when I came back out, they were trading insults with Dr — Malfoy,” she quickly said, hoping Hermione hadn't noticed her slip. “Then Malfoy started giving me an evil look, so Harry stepped in front of me and started glaring back — you know how protective he and Ron get — and then I whispered a joke to him to lighten the mood since it looked like they were going to come to blows, and, well, they did come to blows.” 





 “Is it true that Malfoy threw the first punch?” 





 “Yes,” said Ginny. She rolled her eyes. “Actually, it was more like a shove than a punch. But it isn't true that Crabbe and Goyle held Ron by the arms while Malfoy punched him, so you better tell him to stop claiming that's how he got his black eye. Ron tripped on a rock, for Merlin's sake. And his eye got in the way of Crabbe's fist. Crabbe wasn't even aiming at him. He was going for Harry.” 





 Hermione studied Ginny. “So Malfoy punched Harry right after you whispered something in Harry's ear?” 





 Ginny nodded, wondering where Hermione was going with this. 





 “Well, Malfoy doesn't shove people for no reason — he's too smart for that, as evil as he is — so we're going to have to go with cause and effect. Cause: you whispered to Harry. Effect: Malfoy shoved Harry.” 





 Ginny didn't get it. “What?” 





 “It sounds like he was jealous.” 





 Ginny's eyes rounded. “Oh…” She trailed off and tried frantically to come up with something to say. 





 “Is there something going on between you and Malfoy?” Hermione asked, her voice carefully neutral. 





 “Whatever gave you that idea?” Ginny choked out belatedly. Then, because her response seemed inadequate and Hermione was staring at her intently, she added, “That's utterly preposterous!” 





 That was when Hermione did something utterly unexpected: she burst out laughing. 





 “What?” asked Ginny tentatively. Was the thought of her and Draco so laughable? Or worse — was it so horrifying that it had driven Hermione insane? 





 “I'm sorry,” Hermione gasped. “You just looked so funny, sitting there with that guilty look on your face and saying things like, `that's utterly preposterous!'” 





 “Well, it is,” Ginny insisted, not sure whether to be amused or annoyed by Hermione's mirth. “There is absolutely nothing between me and Malfoy.” 





 “Then it means nothing to you that he's no longer seeing Pansy?” 





 Ginny's heart skipped a beat. “No!” she declared, a shade too vehemently. 





 “How about that quidditch game where you shouted at him to win? And he did!” 





 Damn. Hermione remembered that? “I called him an idiot, if you will recall.” 





 Hermione grinned. “Oh, Ginny. You and Malfoy. This is unbelievable.” 





 “You're bloody right it's unbelievable!” Ginny had grown almost as red as Ron did when he was angry. 





 All of a sudden, Hermione sobered. “You're right,” she said. She gazed pensively at the flames leaping in the fireplace. “I wouldn't even have considered it if not for Malfoy himself.” And she told Ginny about her stint with Malfoy at Transfiguration. 





 Ginny faked nonchalance. “Well, I don't think any of that concerns me,” she said. And, desperate to wipe the I'm-right-and-you-know-it look from Hermione's face, she started prevaricating wildly. “Maybe he's gay!” she exclaimed. “And that's why he's being so secretive. Maybe he's dating — um, Colin Creevey.” 





 Hermione looked like she was going to laugh again. “As amusing as the thought is, I'm afraid that the thought of you and Malfoy is far more believable than the thought of Malfoy and Colin.” She paused. “Ginny, I'm not your brother. Or Harry. And I won't tell them about this.” 





 Ginny stared at her. 





 “Surely you've been dying for someone to talk to about all this,” said Hermione with a shrug. “And it may as well be me. I already know, and I've already promised not to tell anyone else.” 





 Ginny considered her options. She could deny it again, which was useless since Hermione had it all figured out. She could simply keep quiet and return to doing her homework, which was stupid since it was as good as an affirmation and it might offend Hermione because it was like she didn't trust her. 





 Or she could give up and just tell Hermione the truth. 





 She looked at Hermione's calm face, and decided to go with the last option. 





 “Very well,” she said, lowering her head to hide her flaming cheeks. “You're right. There is something going on between Malfoy.” And, taking a deep breath, she told Hermione everything. Her story took so long, especially since her listener kept interrupting with questions, that by the time she was done the Gryffindor common room was nearly empty. 





 The two girls sat in silence for a moment, absorbing everything. 





 Finally Hermione spoke. “Well. This is certainly something to think about. An excellent distraction from Neville.” 





 “Go ahead,” Ginny said glumly. “Tell me how foolish and naïve I am.” 





 Hermione had to smile. “I have a feeling you've already told yourself that,” she said dryly. 





 “What do you think?” 





 “I think this is a lot to think about.” 





 Ginny sighed at the cryptic response. “I need concrete advice. What should I do?” 





 Hermione regarded her thoughtfully. “Whatever you can live with.” 





 -:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:- 





 “Howling Night, Danaya, and I are leaving,” said Dark Moon quietly. 





 “What?” Bitter Wand sounded stunned. “What are you talking about?” 





 “I mean that Shacklebolt and Lupin have traced your wand.” The utter lack of anger in Dark Moon's voice was even more chilling than his rage. It was as if he had given up, and was now merely trying to contain the damage. 





 “Who told you?” Shadow demanded. 





 “A source,” said Dark Moon. The look on his face indicated that no clearer answer would be forthcoming. 





 For Dark Moon and Howling Night both occupied safe positions in the magical community. Bitter Wand was presumed dead while Shadow and Danaya were renegade Death Eaters who would instantly be captured upon discovery by Aurors, but Dark Moon and Howling Night were engaging in their group's terrible activities in secret. They had the most to lose. 





 “Lucius gave you his wand,” said Dark Moon to Bitter Wand. “If he admits that, then they will know that you're alive. They will search for you.” 





 “And you don't want to be with me when that happens.” Bitter Wand fought to conceal his emotions. 





 “You won't be alone,” said Dark Moon. “Shadow will be with you. You two made a mistake, and now you will pay for it.” 





 A sound of pain escaped Danaya at the mention of Shadow's name, but it was so faint that no one even bothered to look at her. 





 “So this is it,” said Shadow, his face hard. “You're abandoning us.” 





 Howling Moon and Danaya, standing behind Dark Moon, could not meet Shadow's eyes. But Dark Moon did. 





 “Yes.” 





 -:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:- 





 Draco raked a hand through his hair. He was sitting with Blaise Zabini in the Slytherin common room, alone for once while Crabbe and Goyle wrestled with their Care of Magical Creatures assignment — Draco hadn't bothered to take that class with them — wondering how to bring up his question. He didn't want to be too frank. 





 “Say there's this girl,” said Draco finally. “And you punched one of her male friends. For a good reason, of course. And she got mad at you. What should you do?” 





 Zabini grinned. Because he was undoubtedly the best-looking student in Slytherin — arguably the whole school — he had a lot of experience with girls and dating, and many of his friends had come to him at one time or another for advice. He had just never expected Draco Malfoy to be one of them. 





 “Depends on what that reason is,” he said. “And whether anyone agrees that it is indeed a good one.” 





 Draco frowned. “Let's say no one agrees.” 





 Zabini raised an eyebrow. “Then you send the girl gifts and beg her forgiveness.” 





 “I thought of that.” 





 “Then why did you ask me?” 





 “Because I don't like the asking her forgiveness part. Can't I just send her a gift?” 





 “No.” Zabini looked horrified. “Bloody hell, no. The part where you apologize is the most important part. Just sending her a gift won't work. She'll think you're trying to buy her forgiveness, and, trust me, girls hate that sort of thing.” 





 “Unless they're Pansy, because it always worked with her.” 





 Zabini laughed. “Well, there are girls like Pansy, and then there are real girls.” 





 “Real girls?” 





 Zabini gave him a knowing smile. “The ones worth dating, Malfoy.” 
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"The closer I'm bound in love to you

 the closer I am to free...”

 — “Power of Two,” Indigo Girls









CHAPTER FOURTEEN



(happy is not exactly the word)









Hermione wanted to be his partner. That was the only answer.









Millicent Bullstrode and Pansy Parkinson paired up, as did Ron and Seamus. Parvati was about to pair up with Lavender, and Harry was about to pair up with Hermione, and Zabini was already standing next to him, Draco. But Hermione practically elbowed Parvati towards Harry, telling them cheerfully to try pairing up for once.









“Um,” Parvati began, but Hermione had already turned to Lavender.









“Pair up with Zabini,” she urged her. Draco glanced at Zabini. For once, the good-looking Slytherin looked confused.









“Well, I was actually—” Lavender began.









“Great!” Hermione's smile was sweetly determined. She all but shoved Lavender towards Zabini, who caught her when she stumbled at Hermione's push. Lavender blushed, clutching at Zabini. He grinned at her. She blushed harder.









Draco snorted to himself.









“Hermione—” said Harry.









“If you and Parvati are pairing up, I guess that leaves me and Malfoy,” she said loudly, already positioning herself next to Draco, who stared at her.









In truth, everyone was staring at Hermione, wondering at her not-so-subtle maneuvering.









Professor McGonagall raised an eyebrow. “It looks like Miss Granger has managed to pair everyone up," she said wryly, waving her wand. Flowers appeared on every table. “So let's get started. Change the flower to a bird. Refer to the spell in the textbook. It's similar to the vine-into-snake spell that we mastered last meeting.”









Muttering among themselves, everyone began opening textbooks.









“So why do you want to be my partner, Granger?” Draco asked, trying to conceal his curiosity, flipping idly through the textbook. “Besides my charm, that is.”









“Your great good looks, of course,” she retorted with heavy sarcasm, and lowered her voice. “Cut the crap, Malfoy. I want to talk to you about Ginny.”









Draco froze. Last meeting all she'd known was that he was after a Gryffindor! How the hell had she narrowed it down to Ginny? “What about me and Weasley?” he managed to ask.









“Where to start? With the fact that you like her or the fact that you've snogged her?”









Draco, incredulous at the directness of her attack, decided to reciprocate. “Did Ginny tell you all this?”









“You should be asking me if I've told anyone else,” said Hermione, smoothly ducking the question. “You know Harry and her brother can convince her to forget about you.”









Draco flushed with anger. “Fine. I'll play your game. Did you tell Potter and Weasley?”









“Oh, I wouldn't worry about anyone else just yet,” Hermione snapped, not seeming to realize that she had just contradicted her earlier statement that he should ask her if she had told someone else. She glared at him. “You have to deal with me first.”









“Who do you think you are, her mother?” In his exasperation, his voice rose, and the other students glanced at them.









Hermione took a deep breath and looked down at her book for such a long moment that Draco suspected she was trying to calm down. Then she picked up the wand and attempted the spell by herself. The flower sprouted another stem and flapped its petals feebly, like wings, then collapsed on its side.









“Brilliant,” said Draco derisively.









Hermione looked straight at him. “I'm Ginny's friend,” she said quietly, “And I don't want to see her get hurt. Just tell me — is this a bet or something?”









To Draco' consternation, she was completely serious. Did all Gryffindors view him as Evil Incarnate, then? Irritated, he said, “Do you think Ginny's so unattractive that no one could possibly be interested in her without an ulterior motive?” he asked, deliberately provoking her.









Instead of rising to the bait, Hermione rolled her eyes. “No, I do not think any such thing, Malfoy. Kindly answer the question.”









“I hope you know you sound like a bloody professor.”









“I hope you realize how transparent your evasions are.”









In spite of himself, Draco grinned. “You're really something, Granger.”









“Right back at you,” said Hermione dryly. “Now stop trying to sidetrack me, please. I've told Ginny I'm not going to tell Harry and her brother, but I will if you don't convince me that she's not just — just — a case of butterbeer to you. Or whatever Slytherins stake on bets.”









“A case of butterbeer? I hate to break it to you, but butterbeer is for Gryffindors. We Slytherins like our drinks stronger.”









“Malfoy…”









At the warning note in her tone, Draco gave in at last. “Very well. Weasley is not a bet. I have no ulterior motives in her case. In fact, the wretched truth is that I've tried to talk myself out of pursuing her a number of times, but I can't seem to do it. Are you happy now?”









For the first time, Hermione smiled. She seemed to be enjoying his disgruntlement. “Happy is not exactly the word I would use. Let's just say I'm going to keep myself from telling Harry and Ginny's brother for a while longer.”









“Don't do me any favors,” Draco muttered.









“I wouldn't dream of it,” was Hermione's equable reply.









Draco glared at her. “You've taken the liberty of discussing my private life quite thoroughly, so we might as well chat about yours as well. What's going on with you and Weasley, anyway?”









He was delighted to see a scowl form on Hermione's calm features. “Nothing,” she said crisply.









“You've always referred to him as `Ginny's brother,' then?”









“Drop it, Malfoy.”









“Or else what?” he couldn't resist asking.









“Or else I am going to hex you.”









She looked so forbidding, her blue eyes narrowed, daring him to say another word, that he had to fight back a smile. Was he actually beginning to enjoy the company of Gryffindors? Merlin forbid.









He started to say something, just to see if she would actually hex him, when Professor McGonagall's voice broke in.









“Granger! Malfoy! Is this a bird to you?” She advanced on them, her nostrils flaring, and snatched up the pathetic flower, whose only resemblance to a bird was the fact that it now had two stems instead of one. Draco started to point out that the stems did look an awful lot like bird legs, if you overlooked the little leaves sprouting out of them, but kept silent at the wrathful look on Professor McGonagall's face. “Cease your prattle and get to work!”









Hermione looked stricken at being reprimanded, and instantly picked up her wand. Draco looked around. Their classmates were watching them with fascination, notably Harry and Ron. Ron just looked resentfully at Hermione, but the expression on Harry's face was harder to read.









“And the rest of you! Stop ogling the spectacle and return to your own work,” Professor McGonagall ordered, and everyone quickly turned back to their own tables.









Draco and Hermione didn't speak again, except of the spell they had been tasked to do. Needless to say, by the end of the class — largely due to Hermione — they had gotten the spell right. The flower was gone, and in its place a small, docile bird with colorful wings chirped prettily. No one else in the class had managed to transfigure their flower so completely into a bird, except for Blaise Zabini and Lavender Brown, but their bird was lamentably limp and dead-looking. Professor McGonagall forgot her annoyance with Draco and Hermione and awarded ten points each to Gryffindor and Slytherin.









"My great good looks save the day again," Draco said, straight-faced.









A strangled sound escaped Hermione, and he suspected she was trying not to laugh.









"Say hi to Weasley for me," he said, picking up their cheerful bird. Professor McGonagall had told them to put it in the cage on her desk, as inspiration for her next seventh-year Transfiguration class with the Hufflepuffs and Ravenclaws.









Hermione got in one last good jab, however. "Sure," she said calmly, picking up her bag. "I'm sure Ron will appreciate it that you're thinking of him."









And with that -- her nose wrinkling at the mention of Ron's name, as though she had smelled something unpleasant -- Hermione rushed off. Leaving Draco at their table, the twittering bird in his hand, unable to suppress a grin.









-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-









“Neville, I would like you to meet Demetria Laguna,” said Lupin courteously. “Demetria, this is Neville Longbottom. He's Alice and Frank's son.”









Demetria said nothing for a moment, scrutinizing Neville. He tried not to quail under the intensity of her gaze. She was very petite, only up to Lupin's chin in height, but she held herself well. Her eyes were easily her best feature. They were wide, deep-set, a pale blue in color, and dominated the rest of her face.









“I would like to thank you,” she said at last. “For testifying on my late husband's behalf.”









Neville couldn't think of anything to say, so he just nodded.









The three of them were in the corridor outside Tonks' room in St. Mungo's. Neville had arrived ready to spill out his guts to Lupin about how useless and awful his testimony was, but when he arrived Lupin was deep in conversation with some woman. Who turned out to be Demetria Laguna.









“The trial is next week,” she said. “I understand Professor McGonagall has already excused you from classes on the day of your testimony.”









Neville nodded.









“In fact, you have classes today, don't you?” she asked. “Professor McGonagall excused you so you could speak to Lupin about this case.”









Again, Neville nodded.









She smiled. “Talkative, aren't you?”









Neville flushed. Lupin said quickly, “He's quite shy, but I assure you, he'll do his best on the stand.”









“May we hear it?” Demetria trained those blue eyes at him.









Neville hesitated, then shook his head miserably. “The truth is… I was going to tell you… that is—” He coughed. “I can't testify. I sound like a witness for the Ministry.”









Lupin gazed at him thoughtfully. “Hermione wrote me about this, but she didn't say it was that bad…”









“May we hear it?” Demetria asked again, gently. The three of them were seated side by side, but she stood up, pulling Lupin with her. They stood in front of Neville. “Pretend we're the Wizengamot, and give us your testimony.”









Neville swallowed hard, but did as she asked. His voice choked with emotion, as it always did, when he spoke of his parents and the unspeakable suffering they had gone through.









But he knew even before he was done that he had bungled it. Lupin and Demetria wore identical frowns, and once Demetria leaned towards Lupin to whisper something in his ear. He nodded, looking unhappy.









Finally, Neville stopped talking. He stood. “Maybe you can still find someone else,” he ventured cautiously.









“We don't need anyone else.” This came from Demetria Laguna, whose expression was as implacable as her voice had been.









Neville's brows drew together. “But—”









“Could you come with me for a minute?” she asked. “I wish to show you something. Remus has already agreed.”









He could hardly refuse her this after he had already failed her as a witness, Neville thought, so he went with her. Lupin stayed behind, with Tonks.









They went up a floor, and down a corridor. A very familiar corridor. Dread coiled inside Neville. They were in the ward of the insane. His parents were somewhere here. He had planned to visit them before returning to Hogwarts, but not with Demetria Laguna…









She led him past his parents' room and into a door further down the hall. Blindly, Neville followed.









He didn't notice that she had stopped, and bumped into her. “Sorry,” he muttered.









But she wasn't paying any attention to him. Instead, she went towards a figure asleep in the bed, her pale eyes glittering with unshed tears.









“This is my husband,” she said softly. “Virreor Laguna.”









Neville felt a jolt of shock, laced with a tremor of unease. She was holding her husband's hand, pressing a kiss to it, and the intimacy of the gesture made Neville feel like an unwanted voyeur.









He turned away, tears coming to his own eyes, and dimly perceived the magnitude of her pain — that it was their side who had done this to her husband. At least Neville could hate the Death Eaters, at least Neville's parents hadn't died in vain, but for Virreor Laguna, whom he imagined begging the Aurors to believe that he was innocent, torturing him for secrets he had no knowledge of — there was only regret, and bitterness, and anger —









“Please testify,” said Demetria.









“I can't. My testimony's awful,” he mumbled, hastily swiping at his eyes.









“It won't be.”









“How can you be so sure?” he asked.









“Because I`ve been watching you,” she said. “You understand at last, the depth of my feelings. I can see that you're a sensitive young man. No one else can truly comprehend why I'm doing this…”









Neville was about to protest, but he stopped when he realized, to his own surprise, that she was right. Hadn't he felt her pain just now, empathized with it so deeply that it might have been his father lying there in that bed? He gazed at Virreor, sleeping soundly, and knew that when he awoke he would be just like Frank and Alice Longbottom: listless, blank, their minds long divorced from their bodies.









“Before you decide,” said Demetria, “I want to make sure you know what you are getting into. At least half of the wizarding community will think ill of you for testifying on my side, especially the most vocal of Scrimgeour's supporters. They will do everything they can to see you fail. If your testimony is good, then you will anger them. And because most of the Aurors do not understand our side, and see this as an attack against their methods, then most of them will be angry at you too.”









Tentatively, Neville asked, “Do you know the names of the Aurors who tortured your husband?”









Demetria shook her head. “No. And I don't want to.” But there was a wealth of bitterness in her tone as she added, “I found my husband in Azkaban, sharing a cell with a conductor named Stan Shunpike. The Aurors put him there after he went insane, unable to answer their accusations.”









Neville was silent.









“But my argument is not with the Aurors,” Demetria went on. “They were only doing what the Ministry told them to do. I do not need for them to be punished. That won't change the fact that my husband is insane. But I can prevent the same thing from happening to others. And that is what I will do.” She sighed. “And as for the money… I'm not some greedy widow. I only asked for what I need to keep Virreor in comfort here in St. Mungo's for as long as he lives. I can't give him proper care at home, since I still have to work, so he must stay here, where I know he is cared for…”









“I'll do it,” said Neville simply.









The gratitude that shone in Demetria's pale blue eyes made him uncomfortable. She looked like she was going to cry. But her voice was steady as she said, “Then I shall tell Remus to expect you at the trial next week. And as for you…” A single tear dripped down her cheek. “Visit your parents before you return to Hogwarts. I'm certain some part of them will recognize that you are there, and be happy.”









“The same goes for your husband, then,” said Neville.









“I like to hope so.”









Neville lingered for one more moment, the beat of a heart, before leaving.









-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-









Draco gave the box to Zabini, to add to the confusion, and Zabini thought the plan Draco had just outlined -- all to keep people from guessing that the box was from him! -- was so amusing that he went along with it.









He walked down the hallway, away from Draco, then leaned casually against the wall and handed the box to the first girl who passed by.









“Why don't you hand it to that girl over there for me, and then come back and tell me about yourself?” Zabini suggested.









Draco looked with pity at the girl, who looked completely starstruck at the sudden attention the gorgeous Slytherin was giving her. He thought he remembered seeing her seated at the Hufflepuff table. She hastened to hand over the box to the girl Zabini had pointed out, whom he had already ascertained to be a Gryffindor, and returned to chat again with Zabini.









Meanwhile, the Gryffindor looked down at the box with a bewildered expression on her face, and opened the card stuck on the top.









Draco, who was stood with Crabbe and Goyle down the corridor from Zabini, knew exactly what it said. For Ginny.









The Gryffindor looked nonplussed, but she shrugged and handed it over to the girl next to her. “Isn't Ginny the one Harry used to go out with?" Draco scowled. The second girl nodded. "Yeah."









A Gryffindor boy joined them, and the second girl gave him the box. "Give this to your brother, will you? He's in Ginny Weasley's year, right?"









“Sure,” said Dennis Creevey. He caught up with his brother at dinnertime and handed him the box.









That evening, in the common room, Colin saw Ginny sitting with Ron and Harry. Incidentally, they were telling her about Hermione's weird behavior. Hermione had gone to the library with Neville immediately after he returned from St. Mungo's.









Colin handed Ginny the box.









She was startled. “Thanks, Colin… but what for?”









“Oh, it's not from me. I got it from Dennis, who got it from some girl in his year, who got it from…” Colin trailed off, lost in the maze of people. Harry and Ron grinned at each other.









"Sounds like you've got a secret admirer," sniggered Ron. "Some lower year Gryffindor, no doubt."









Ginny shrugged. “Thanks anyway,” she told Colin as he left. She placed it on her lap. "So you have absolutely no idea what Malfoy and Hermione were talking about?" she asked.









"That's the tenth time you've asked, and aren't you going to open that?" Ron asked, looking at the box.









"In front of you? No way," said Ginny. "I'll open this in private, thank you very much."









"Just don't come to me asking for advice on how to fend off some weenie of a first year," Ron grumbled.









-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-









“Was all that really necessary?” Zabini inquired.









“Of course. Granger convinced me that if Weasley and Potter find out that I'm even thinking about Ginny, they'll prevent her from going out with me.” He had ended up telling Zabini what Hermione's crazy stint in Transfiguration had been all about.









“I think that if Weasley wants something, her brother and Potter are not going to stop her from getting it. Or trying to, anyway," Zabini qualified.









“Still…” Draco toyed with his wand. “Better all around if as few people as possible know that I'm interested in a Gryffindor.” He made the word `Gryffindor' sound like an epithet. “Granger's not going to tell, and neither are you, right?” His question was a warning.









Zabini smirked. “Don't worry about me.”









Draco got up. “Well, I'm going to go to bed now.”









“Or going to prepare for a rendezvous?” Zabini suggested mildly. “I'm sure there was a note in that box telling Weasley to meet you somewhere tonight.”









Draco stopped and turned to him. How had he guessed? For that matter, how had Hermione guessed that the Gryffindor he was interested in was Ginny? Were they masters of deduction, or was he just incapable of concealing things?









Irritably he snapped, "All right, we have now established that you and Granger are bloody clever, so just back off, will you?" He strode away, the fierce expression on his face daring anyone to get in his way.









Behind him, Zabini's shoulders shook with laughter.
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"Some say love is holding on, and some say, letting go..”

 — Perhaps Love









CHAPTER FIFTEEN



(until you)









“Did you sell the family heirlooms?” Draco asked his mother, noticing for the first time the absence of an ornate porcelain vase that Lucius Malfoy had displayed prominently.









“Only the ones on Lucius' side of the family,” said Narcissa. She smiled wryly. “In other words, almost all of them. But I kept

the ones from my own parents.”









“I see.” Draco glanced at a spot behind him, where he knew his father kept a circular painting of two snakes intertwined. It was gone. Though he'd never liked it, he felt a twinge of wistfulness at how quickly things were changing. Soon they would be moving to a new house with no house elves, no heirlooms, no Lucius Malfoy…









Narcissa saw the look on her son's face, and her own face fell. “I'm sorry, Draco,” she said quietly. “We needed the money.”









Draco saw that his mother had misinterpreted his expression, and went to her side. He would have put an arm around her, but, even with Lucius gone, they had never been demonstrative. 









So he only said, “Don't apologize. It's not your fault. I don't care about the heirlooms.” She looked unconvinced, and he added, “I really don't.” He meant it. “I was just surprised, that's all.”









Narcissa studied him. “I do not leave you empty-handed, Draco. I've never put my own heirlooms on display, and Lucius never noticed, but I do have three. Come to my room with me, and I'll show them to you. I think it's time I gave them to you for safekeeping.”









“You don't have to do that,” said Draco. “You can keep them as long as you want.”









“I insist,” said Narcissa firmly. “From my father I got a statue of a dragon, and a pair of mirrors. The dragon's supposed to be good luck. As for the mirrors, well, when you look into one you will see what should be reflected by the other.” She grinned. “I think my father used them to spy on people. These heirlooms were given to me in secret by my father, because he said he loved me best, but I suspect he gave my sister a few things of equal importance and told her the same thing. He got such a kick out of pretending to have favorites. My mother didn't have the heart to tell him that my sister and I were onto him. I never told my sister what our father gave me, and she never told me what he gave her.” 









Draco asked with interest, “What's the third heirloom?”









“A necklace. That one came from my mother.” Narcissa's smile became nostalgic at the thought. “It's quite striking. You have to see it to understand. It gives warmth to its wearer when it's cold, and gives off light when it's dark. It's not automatic. The wearer has to will warmth or light to emanate from the necklace.” She laughed. “My sister and I had such an argument over who would get to keep that. But I won.”









Draco laughed with her. “They sound great. Why did you hide them for so long?”









Instantly, all traces of a smile vanished from Narcissa's face.









She said, her voice deadly serious, “Because I couldn't bear to think of what Lucius would use them for. All these years I've resisted the urge to even bring my precious heirlooms out of their hiding place. I would have thrown them away before seeing them in Lucius' hands.”









She turned and walked away, into her room. Draco, regretting his question, followed.









-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-









The necklace was, to put it mildly, beautiful.









Ginny gaped at it in shock. An exquisite pendant, in the shape of a flame, was strung along a slender chain. The flame was composed of delicate honey-colored fragments, melded with translucent splashes of crimson.









She thought with rising disbelief that those were real. Real rubies! And real gold! Intertwined in so strikingly lovely a pattern that the whole thing must have cost a fortune!









Hastily she dropped the necklace back in the box, wondering if whoever had given it to her had made some sort of mistake. What lower year Gryffindor could own a such a treasure? She'd return the necklace as soon as possible. Even she, who knew next to nothing about jewelry — which was understandable, since she had spent her childhood with a horde of older brothers who always forgot there was a girl around — recognized that it was priceless. No one would possibly give away something like that.









She picked up the folded note under the necklace and opened it.









Meet me at the astronomy tower at midnight. -D.









Ginny took a deep breath.









Unless “D” stood for Dennis Creevey, she had a feeling she was in for a long night.









-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-









Draco stood by the window, one hand in his pocket. He gazed at the stars, his face expressionless.









Ginny saw his head first, as she tiptoed silently up the stairs. She wondered what he was thinking. Unable to resist, and unseen in the invisibility cloak she had borrowed from Harry, she snuck up behind him and poked him in the shoulder. “Hey.”









He whirled so quickly it stunned her. In an instant she had been forced against a wall, an arm pressing into her neck, holding her immobile. A wand was pointed at her, inches from her face, and the invisibility cloak lay in a heap at her feet.









Ginny stared into silver eyes, burning with intensity, then gasped as the pressure on her neck eased.









“Don't ever sneak up on me like that again,” Draco snarled, dropping his wand arm to his side. “I was about to cast the bloody Imperius curse on you.”









Ginny drew in a deep breath, trying to sort out her thoughts. The wall was cold against her back, and Draco was still standing very close to her, his eyes boring into hers. She swallowed hard.









“The Imperius curse?” she said finally. “That's odd. Why not the Cruciatus, or Avada Kedavra? You'd control your enemies, instead of torturing or killing them? Or is it that you yourself fear being controlled worse than pain or death?”









“Bloody hell,” Draco growled. He finally stepped back, giving Ginny some space, but he continued to glare at her. “I almost curse you, and instead of weeping or fainting like any self-respecting female, you stand there spouting crap.”









Ginny chose to overlook that charming bit of sexism.

Softly, she said, “Except it's not crap, isn't it?”









“I don't know what you're talking about,” Draco snapped. 









His voice was very loud.

Accepting that Draco didn't want to discuss it, Ginny sighed and pulled out her wand. She turned her back on him. She closed the door to the astronomy tower behind her and turned the lock, then cast a silencing charm on it, so that Filch or Mrs. Norris wouldn't overhear them.









“Why did you ask me to come here?” Ginny asked, facing him.









Instead of answering, his silver eyes raked over her. “Where's the necklace?”









Ginny dug her hand into the pocket of her robe. She brought out the box with the necklace inside. “Here it is.”









“What is it doing in that box?” Draco sounded more irritated than ever.









Ginny knew at least one of them had to keep from getting mad, and she knew it should be her, but it was really hard to keep her temper in check with a Slytherin glowering at her. Through gritted teeth, she said, “I assume you put it there, Malfoy. And while we're on the subject, it was really rather stupid of you to pass the box off to some random Gryffindor instead of giving it straight to me. Anyone could have opened it and taken the necklace.”









“If anyone else had opened the box, they would have seen nothing but a rock inside,” said Draco. “Basic transfiguration, Weasley. It wears off after a few hours. I figured the necklace would have made it to you by then. I was only asking why you're not wearing—” Suddenly he cut himself off. His face devoid of any emotion, he asked, “Don't you like it?” 











Ginny gazed at his hard, closed face, and something inside her softened. She took a step closer to him and touched his arm. “Of course I like it. It's beautiful.”









Draco relaxed, and Ginny dropped her hand, stepping away. His voice turned mulish again. “Then why aren't you wearing it?”









“Because I can't accept it.” She held out the box to him.









Draco didn't take it. “Why the fuck not?”









“It's too expensive. We're not even friends.”









“You're bloody right we're not just friends. I didn't buy the necklace. It's an heirloom from my mother's side of the family.”









As soon as he said it, he knew he had made an error. Ginny's eyes widened, and she all but tossed the box at him. He had no choice but to catch it.









“It's an heirloom? Are you insane? That must have sentimental value for your mother! You can't give it away. You can't.” And, as if repeating the statement would make it irrefutable, she said again, vehemently, “You can't.”









Draco opened the box and pulled out the necklace. “I just did.”









“No, you didn't, because I refuse it.”









Draco seemed to think for a moment, then he moved towards her. Ginny backed away. The corners of his lips turned up, and, annoyed, Ginny stopped in her tracks. She held her ground as he came nearer and nearer.









“Turn around and hold up your hair, Ginny, so I can put this on you.”









“Are you deaf? I'm not taking the necklace!”









“I'm afraid refusing it is not an option.”









“Why are you giving it to me, Draco?”









He grinned, and she realized that it pleased him when she used his name. “As an apology. I got into a fight with your brother and Potter, remember? In Hogsmeade,” he said, as though she needed reminding. “I've decided I may have been wrong.”









“There's no `may' about it,” Ginny informed him. “You threw the first punch without provocation. But I'm really not that mad about it anymore. I mean, Ron and Harry are fine, and they're used to you acting like a git anyway.” That earned her a scowl, but she went on. “A simple `I'm sorry' will do.”









“All right.” His eyebrows drew together, and he muttered, “I'm sorry.”









Ginny smiled, resisting the urge to kiss him. He was so cute. “Apology accepted.”









“That's a lie.”









This time it was Ginny's eyebrows that slammed together. “What?”









“If you really forgave me,” said Draco smoothly, “You would accept the necklace. I gave it to you as an apology. If you don't take it, then you don't accept my apology.”









“That is so convoluted, it doesn't even deserve a response,” Ginny told him. She folded her arms across her chest. “Look, let's settle this. I don't know what crazy guilt impulse makes you think you have to hand over a family heirloom that's also the most beautiful necklace I have ever seen in my life, but I'm not going to take advantage of it. Am I making myself clear?”









“Absolutely,” said Draco. He placed the empty box on the window ledge, still holding the necklace. Ginny watched him warily.









He reached out, and Ginny froze, thinking he was going to touch her face. Instead, he slipped a hand behind her neck and pulled her towards him. Her lips parted in surprise, and he kissed her.









Ginny kissed him back. His mouth was warm. She felt his tongue, welcomed it. She curled her fingers in his hair and pressed herself fully against him, wanting more—









Draco pulled away. He grinned. “You're welcome.”









Bemused, Ginny could only look at him. What…









Then her mouth dropped open, and her hands flew to her neck. The pendant was nestled just above her breasts. She fumbled with the clasp. It was secure.









“You arse!” she yelled, trying to take the necklace off.









Draco gripped her wrists, stilling her. “What are you so angry about? You said the necklace is beautiful.”









“It is! It's too beautiful, you jerk, and —”









“Nothing is too beautiful for you,” Draco interrupted, gazing at her intently. His silver eyes took in every detail of her face, and Ginny flushed. 









“I bet Pansy's heard that line a thousand times.” She tried to say it lightly, but Draco was still holding her wrists, and she could feel her pulse pounding in her ears.









“You're right,” he agreed, and her heart plummeted, but then he said, “However, I've never meant it. Until now. Until you. And I do mean it, Ginny. Do you believe me?”









She shook her head, even as her spirits soared.









He let go of her wrists and put his arms around her, holding her to him. “I guess I'll have to find some way to convince you,” he murmured into her hair.









And Ginny fought it, she really did, but her head leaned into his chest, and she could hear a rapid heartbeat. At first she thought it was still her own pulse in her ears, then she realized that it was Draco. His heart was beating as fast as hers was.









And that was when she tilted her head up and kissed him.









Their mouths were open and wet. She felt his hand travel down to her rump, caressing her, while his other hand crept towards her breast. With Dean and Harry, she had always stopped things from getting too far, but now she felt wild. Uninhibited. She leaned her head back as Draco's lips moved to her throat.









He pushed his knee between her legs. A whimper escaped her as she spread her legs wider. She ran her hands down his chest, but she had barely grazed his hard erection when he caught her wrists in one hand and held them above her head, pushing her back against the wall.









She moaned, straddling his thigh. “Keep your arms up,” Draco ordered, releasing his hold. He grabbed the edge of her robe and drew it up to her waist, revealing her legs. His palms were hot on her bare skin.









He unclasped her bra under her robe and moved his hand into the space between her breasts and the cups of her bra. He rubbed her nipples gently, then harder. Ginny grasped him by the shoulders, and he stopped.









“Hands against the wall, sweetheart,” he said, kissing the base of her throat.









She lifted her arms back up, straining against him. She was rapidly losing all her inhibitions. Never, never, had she felt anything like this… it was so intense, it scared her. The crotch of her panties was wet against his thigh.









“Draco…”









He loved how she said his name, all breathy and needy. In a quick motion he lifted her robe and pulled it up over her head, throwing it behind him. Now she was wearing only her bra and panty, and the necklace. 









He pulled off her bra and tossed that aside too. He saw with satisfaction how exquisite the pendant looked, resting on her bare skin.









She flushed, trembling, and gazed at him. She was so far gone she didn't even care that she was practically naked. “Please,” she whispered.









He bent his head and took a nipple into his mouth. With one hand he cupped her other breast, pinching and squeezing the nipple. At the same time, his other hand was drifting up her leg. He sucked her nipple hard just as he gripped her by the waist and pulled her forward, hard, her crotch sliding up his thigh. She wrapped her legs around him and moaned, looping her arms around his neck.









Again, he stopped. She whimpered and raised her hands again.









Then he moved his mouth to her other breast. Cool air wafted around her still-moist nipple as he began laving her other nipple. He didn't suck, he just licked. She strained against him.









He touched the edge of her panties, then slipped a finger between her legs. Her panties were soaking wet. 









He pushed his finger under the cloth of her panty and stroked between her slippery folds. She was making incoherent sounds now, grounding herself against him. He removed his finger.









She gasped. He brought up his finger and inserted it between her lips. She sucked desperately on it, and he began thrusting his finger, wet with her moisture, out and into her mouth just as he began jerking his leg up and down.









She rode his thigh, hard, panting. She brought her hands to his chest, and he forgot to stop. His finger was still thrusting between her lips. She frantically squeezed her legs around him, almost sobbing, as he clamped his mouth on her nipple and flicked it hard with his tongue.









She screamed as she came, her hand closing around Draco's hardness and squeezing. He stiffened, barely remembering to pull his finger from her mouth and muffle her scream with a kiss. Bloody hell.









She rubbed his penis through his robe, fondling him, even as he felt her pulsing through her panties, on his thigh.

She dug the base of her hand into his erection, massaging him through the cloth. Humping him, actually humping him, rhythmically, she kissed him back ardently.









It was too much for him. Burying his groan in her hair, he, too, came, panting harshly.









The two of them collapsed on the floor. Draco gathered Ginny in his arms and held her, his cheek resting on the top of her head.









“That was…”









“Fantastic?” Draco suggested, a slow grin curving his lips.









Now that she had regained her wits, Ginny blushed, completely mortified. She pushed Draco's arms away and hurried to her clothes, hastily putting them on. She was all too aware of Draco's gaze on her.









“I can't believe anyone who did the things you just did could be so modest,” he said.









Ginny's flush deepened. “I've never done anything like that before.”









His smile told her just how much he liked hearing that. “Never? You mean the great Potter always kept his hands to himself?”









Ginny was not about to get into a discussion of Harry with him. “Mind your own business.” She smoothed down her robes. She was so rattled, she didn't even notice that she was still wearing the necklace.









Draco came to her, and rested his hands lightly on her waist. She stopped in the middle of running her hands through her hair, in an attempt to restore the thick auburn waves to some semblance of neatness.









He tucked a stray strand of hair behind her ear. “Are you a virgin?”









Ginny schooled her features not to betray her shock at his blunt question. Was whether she was a virgin or not an issue? Was that why he hadn't gone all the way? And yes, the question was not why she hadn't gone through with the dirty deed, but why he hadn't. She was honest enough with herself to admit that if Draco had initiated it, they could have had real, true, honest-to-God sex, right here on the floor of the Astronomy tower. She hadn't exactly been pushing him away.









He watched her. “Well? Are you a virgin?” he repeated.









She had had enough of being nervous and embarrassed while he stood there, all calm and cool and collected. Meeting his silver-gray eyes, she challenged, “Are you?”









Draco tightened his arms around her, grinning. “I think we've reached an impasse.”









“We have classes tomorrow. We should go now.” But Ginny made no move to leave his embrace.









“Meet me here again tomorrow.” It wasn't a request.









Ginny didn't even think of saying no. “All right.” 









-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-









The two Death Eaters stood a few meters away from each other, their wands held out in front of them. They were alone. Both fugitives, they had no choice but to stay together in hiding. Perhaps it was this enforced companionship with each other that had driven them to near-madness.









“Traitor!” spat Bitter Wand.









“We have no choice!” Shadow shouted.









“The Dark Lord should have killed you long ago!”









“Think about it! If we stay in hiding for one more day we'll end up killing each other.”









“Then so be it. I'll kill you before I let you do that.” Bitter Wand's grip on his wand tightened.









“Or I'll kill you.” Shadow had long ago passed the stage where he would have qualms about killing someone whom he felt deserved it.









Their cold eyes met and clashed.









“Sectumsempra!”









“Expelliarmus!”









The duel began.









-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-









It was breakfast. Sunlight streamed into the Great Hall. Ginny blushed just thinking of last night, and she couldn't stop smiling. Two tables away, Draco tried to force his face into his usual expression of aloof indifference, but found it impossible.











“You're smiling like a lunatic,” said Ron to Ginny.









On the other side of the Great Hall, Crabbe said to Draco, “You look real happy about something.”









Hermione had been talking to Harry, but she looked up immediately. And Zabini had been interested only in his eggs and toast, but his fork stopped moving halfway to his mouth.











“Can't a person smile for no apparent reason?” Draco asked mildly.









“Not when that person is you. You look like you got laid last night,” said Zabini bluntly.









Draco choked on nothing, and Crabbe pounded him on the back.









Unaware of the theatrics across the hall, Hermione asked, “What are you so happy about, Ginny?”









“Nothing!

Everything!” she exclaimed. She continued to smile. “I don't know.”









“That makes no sense,” Ron complained.









“I did not get laid,” Draco declared.









“Why don't you speak louder so Pansy can hear you?” said Zabini, smirking.









Draco lowered his voice. “All I'm saying is, keep your insinuations to yourself.”









“It's hard to feel intimidated when the person making the threats is smiling,” Zabini commented.









At the Gryffindor table, Harry told Hermione, “Ginny received a gift last night.”









“From who?” But Hermione's face told Ginny that she already knew.









“Some lower year Gryffindor who gave it to Dennis, who gave it to Colin, who gave it to Ginny,” Ron said.









Hermione nodded, but she glanced inquisitively at Ginny. Luckily, Neville chose that moment to enter the Great Hall, and while Ron and Harry were calling for him to sit with them, Ginny, unnoticed, shook her head almost imperceptibly at Hermione.









“Is this going to be a nightly thing? Warn me, so I can wear shades in the morning. Your smile is positively blinding,” said Zabini.









“You should be onstage,” said Draco. “You're a comedian, you know that? A bloody comedian.”









“And judging by your smile, a really funny one,” said Zabini.









“What are you so happy about?” Neville asked Ginny.









“Just… stuff,” she said vaguely, beaming at him.









“Don't bother asking,” said Ron. “You're not going to get a straight answer.”









On they went, bantering cheerfully with each other, both Ginny and Draco careful to not even glance in each other's direction in case people guessed why they were smiling. There was no telling how long that might have gone on if the owls hadn't arrived.









A copy of the Daily Prophet landed in front of Hermione, and when she saw the headline, she completely forgot about Ginny.









RENEGADE DEATH EATER SURRENDERS. And below that, CONFESSES TO ATTACKING AUROR.









“It's the one who attacked Tonks,” breathed Hermione, scanning the article. Harry knocked over his juice glass in his haste to lean over and read with her. Ron and Ginny jumped up and stood behind them, squeezing their heads between them in an attempt to see for themselves. Everyone was so caught up in the article that Hermione and Ron didn't even notice that their cheeks were pressed together.









--------------------









A wounded Death Eater showed up on the Ministry of Magic's doorstep — literally. Sources claim that at no one took the wizard asking to see an Auror seriously until, seemingly exasperated, he pulled up his sleeve and showed them the Dark Mark. That was sufficient to rouse Ministry officials into action, and he was immediately apprehended and locked up.









He confessed to being behind the recent attack on Nymphadora Tonks, an Auror who is currently held in St. Mungo's. He refused to reveal how he sustained his wounds or why he chose to surrender himself.

Even his name is unknown.









“He will prove invaluable in tracking down the few Death Eaters who managed to elude capture,” said Rufus Scrimgeour, Minister of Magic. “They are the dying sputters of a quenched flame. As soon as they are captured, those difficult days will be behind us completely.”









A high-ranking Ministry official, on condition of anonymity, allowed this comment to be printed. “Not completely. The Wizengamot is getting ready to begin proceedings on the case of Demetria Laguna vs. Ministry of Magic. I think many difficult days lie ahead.”









--------------------









In the Slytherin table, the discussion of Draco's love life had been abandoned in favor of the mail. Draco, relieved, was busy eating his breakfast when Goyle thrust a copy of the Daily Prophet at him.









“Look at this,” Goyle grunted.









Draco, his curiosity piqued — Goyle never read, unless he could help it — took the Daily Prophet. When he read the words `Death Eater' in the headline, his lips thinned.









Hermione wasn't quite so restrained. “This is unbelievable,” she said, rereading the article.









“It's Saturday tomorrow. Let's go see Professor Lupin,” Ron suggested.









Harry and Hermione nodded.









“I'm coming with you,” said Ginny and Neville together.























A/N: Lots of fluff here. Yay. ^_^ Please review.





        
    
        
            16. a game of wits and politics
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"Love is composed of a single soul inhabiting two bodies.”

 — Aristotle









CHAPTER SIXTEEN



(a game of wits and politics)









He stood unmoving in the corner, cloaked in darkness. His lip bled from where he had bitten it, hard. In the bed in the center of the room, his mother whimpered as the wizard moved over her, and his hand slashed down, cracking hard against her cheek. She quieted immediately.









The boy, watching, felt a tear slide silently down his cheek, but he did nothing. Always before, when this man arrived — which was once or twice a month — his mother had banished him to the kitchen. Now he knew why.









Finally, the man was done. He withdrew from the woman lying prone on the bed, a bruise purpling on her face. He stood up.









“You should be used to this by now,” he said, sounding almost amused. Picking up his robe, he slipped it on. “I've been coming to you since before Narcissa and I got married.”









“And I ask you every time to stop,” she said. Her eyes were dry, but her fists were clenched. Bitterly, she added, “Why don't you force her instead of me?”









“I do. But I can't enjoy it with that frigid witch.” The man ran his fingers through his blond hair, attempting to fix it. “Don't try to lock me out again. It annoys me.” His tone was casual, but his eyes glittered in warning.









She did not respond, and he strode towards her, raising his hand.









The boy couldn't stay quiet any longer. “Stop!” he yelled, rushing forward. The man turned in astonishment, completely unprepared for the sudden onslaught as the boy hurled himself at him, hitting with small fists whatever he could reach.









The woman cried out and grabbed the boy, pulling him back just as the man growled and struck out. His blow caught the boy on the temple, sending him careening into the corner of the bed. His jaw hit the wood and began bleeding.









“Damn it!” the man yelled. He glared at the woman, who was curled over her son, sobbing. “That brat had better not be here next time!”









“Don't ever hit him again!” The woman's anger had drowned out her fear of him, and she stood, advancing on him, magnificent in her fury.









“How long was he watching?”









“He was here when you began kicking the door in!”









“I wouldn't have had to if the spell you used wasn't immune to the Alohomora charm,” the man retorted. But he had never seen her so angry before, and he made no move to physically intimidate her as he always did. “Who the hell is he anyway?”









“My sister's son,” the woman lied. The boy sat on the floor, holding his head as if to contain the pain. She stood protectively in front of him. “My nephew. I told him to hide and stay quiet until you left.”









“Your sister? The one you told me you stayed with for over a year when Narcissa and I became engaged?” He was scowling. He had searched for her then, but been unable to find her, and thought she was gone for good, until he found out she was working in a tavern in the countryside. Then he had bribed the owner into firing her, and warned her he would sabotage all her other jobs the same way unless she worked in London, close to him.









“Yes,” she spat. “She's the one. Now get out.”









“He's like a damn shadow. I never even noticed him.”









“Get out.”









“Bloody hell.” Giving the boy one last disgusted look, the wizard pulled up his hood to conceal his face, then swept imperiously from the room. They heard the door close behind him, then his footsteps descend the stairs as he left the dingy inn.









She closed her eyes.









“I'm sorry,” she murmured, sinking to the floor to hold the boy “I'm so sorry.”









“You don't have a sister,” said her son, still holding his head. 









“I know. I'm sorry.” When she found out she was pregnant, and knew Lucius would never leave Narcissa for her — knew that she didn't even want him to — she had used up all her money to go to Italy, as far from Lucius as she could afford, where she gave birth to her son. Over a year later, her money gone and no job forthcoming (she never did learn to speak Italian fluently), she had returned to England, lying low, hopeful that Lucius had forgotten her. But he had found her.









The boy put his arms around her. The blood was flowing less copiously now, congealing on his jaw and neck, but it stained her frayed dress. “It's not your fault,” he whispered, and for the first time in as far back as she could remember, she wept. 









-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-









Harry, Ron, Hermione, Ginny, and Neville arrived at Tonks' room at St. Mungo's just as Lupin was leaving.









"Where are you going?" asked Harry, startled.









"To talk to the captured Death Eater," said Lupin quickly. He seemed to be in a great hurry.









"Why?" asked Neville.









But Hermione understood. "To ask him what he did to Tonks, and how to cure her," she answered for Lupin, who was straightening the blanket over Tonks.









"Right," he said distractedly, already on his way out. "I asked a healer to check in on Tonks while I'm gone, but I'm glad you're here to stay with her..." The door closed softly behind him, and the five Gryffindors were left alone in the room with the still-unconscious Tonks.









Ron shook his head. "He didn't even ask us what we're doing here."









"Well, he had more important things to think about," said Ginny, going to Tonks' bedside. "He's clearly anxious for Tonks to get better."









"But the news about the captured Death Eater was in the paper yesterday morning," said Ron. "It's already sunset today. If he's so anxious to find out how to help Tonks, why is he seeing to it only now?"









"Maybe something came up," said Hermione. "We'll ask him later. It's probably why he was in such a hurry when we came."









"So what do we do now?" Neville shifted his weight from one foot to another, looking uncomfortable.









"Wait for Lupin, I guess," said Hermione. Harry and Ron nodded. "Yeah."









Ginny shrugged. "Sure. How long can it take?"









-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-









Rufus Scrimgeour, the Minister of Magic, gave Lupin a look of unconcealed dislike. "Aren't you the one helping Demetria Laguna with her case?"









Lupin gritted his teeth. He had come to the Ministry only to find that the Death Eater, who had told officials cryptically to call him Shadow — which they had no choice but to comply with, since his real identity remained a mystery — was being held in a maximum security cell at Azkaban. To his frustration, Lupin hadn't received the clearance necessary to visit him, even though he had pulled every string he could think of. He had identified himself as one of the founders of the Order of the Phoenix; he had called on a high-ranking Ministry official, Arthur Weasley, to vouch for him; he had explained that he was doing this for Nymphadora Tonks, a respected Auror of the Ministry. But the denial was implacable. He was not allowed to see the captured Death Eater.









So Lupin had requested an audience with the Minster of Magic to plead his case. It had been granted immediately, as though Scrimgeour was waiting for him. As though Scrimgeour had been waiting for just such an opportunity to get back at him.









Now, with that first question, Lupin knew with certainty that his suspicions were correct, and he silently thanked Merlin that he had preempted the Minister. He responded with outward calm. "Yes. I'm helping Demetria Laguna."









"I see." Scrimgeour smoothed his face into a semblance of calm indifference, but animosity glittered in his eyes.









Lupin hoped his own dislike for the Minister wasn't as evident in his gaze. "I need to speak to the Death Eater you captured yesterday."









"I'm afraid access to him is very privileged," said Scrimgeour. "If we allowed you to see him, we'd have to allow every reporter and curious witch or wizard to do the same. He's dangerous. He has already confessed to attacking an Auror."









That last sentence had been thrown in for his benefit, he was sure. Lupin kept his face serene. "I'm not Rita Skeeter or some random thrill-seeker. My reasons for needing to speak to him are more than valid, because the Auror he attacked is my fiancee, Nymphadora Tonks."









"Congratulations," Scrimgeour interjected, his eyes narrowing, and Lupin knew he hadn't done Tonks a favor by confirming their relationship, which the Minister must already have heard rumors of.









"She's in St. Mungo's," he continued. "Unconscious. The curse used on her was complex and unusual, and the healers don't know what to do about it. They witnessed a similar case back when the Dark Lord was at his peak, and the wizard in that condition passed away in his sleep after a few months. He never regained consciousness, too. But there's still hope for Tonks. The healers think if they can just find out what kind of spell was used, they have a much better chance of coming up with a remedy."









"I'll assign an Auror to question the Death Eater, then," said Scrimgeour. "He can find out and let you know."









But Lupin didn't want some stranger trying indifferently to extract the information that was life-and-death to Tonks. To him. He wanted to see Tonks' attacker, to ask him personally, not just what he had done, but what had motivated him. "I want to be the one to question—"









"I assure you we won't use the Unforgivable Curses on him," Scrimgeour interrupted coldly. Lupin's lips compressed at the not-so-veiled reference to the Laguna case. "We shall bargain with him. But information is precious, as you know. It is far more important that we discover the identity of the other renegade Death Eaters out there. I'm certain he must have been associating with one or more of them."









"So helping Tonks is secondary to—"









"Ensuring the safety of the entire magical community, yes," Scrimgeour cut in again, and his tone was icier than ever.









"You're not going to let me see the Death Eater?"









"No. And that's my final decision." Scrimgeour waved his hand at him in a gesture of dismissal and bent back over the papers on his desk. The meeting was over.









In that moment Lupin hated him. "Very well, Minister. I'll see you at the trial before the Wizengamot. I'll be with Demetria Laguna."









Scrimgeour looked up to glare at him. Lupin met his gaze evenly, then turned and left.









It was an effort not to slam the door behind him.









-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-









“I win!” Neville crowed.









The five Gryffindors sat in a circle on the floor. They had been playing Exploding Snap for hours, after a number of attempts at conversation had failed. Ginny asked about the Laguna case, and Neville withdrew, refusing to speak of it. Hermione tried to talk, and so did Ron, but the two of them shut each other out, and it was so awkward that both of them lapsed into silence, deciding to leave the talking to others. Neville gamely discussed the memories of D.A., which was fun, but reminiscing only took so long, and Ginny and Hermione went all cryptic and defensive every time the boys began talking about what an arse Malfoy was. In desperation Harry brought up quidditch, but as neither Neville nor Hermione had too much knowledge of or interest in the game, that topic soon died down as well.









Finally a healer entered to check on Tonks for the third time. Finding that they were still there, hours after they had arrived, and taking sympathy on them, she lent them a deck of cards.









“We don't want to disturb Tonks,” said Hermione.









“We'd be happy if you did,” the healer sighed. “Any sign that she's about to regain consciousness is welcome.”









And the endless bout of Exploding Snap began.









At first Harry and Ginny with their superb reflexes had won all the games, but as they grew bored, they began to let Ron and Hermione win. Then they got bored, and began to let Neville win.









Which made Neville very happy. He had won literally a dozen games in a row.









"It's almost midnight," said Ron, lying on his back on the floor. "I wonder when Lupin will return?"









"It's Saturday night. We'll wait until tomorrow if we have to, I'm sure Professor McGonagall won't mind," said Hermione decisively.









Ginny groaned.









“What is it?” Harry asked, looking at her with concern.









She planned to meet Draco at midnight, but she couldn't very well admit that. “Nothing,” she muttered. “My back aches from sitting on the floor for so long.”









“Shall we walk?” Hermione suggested.









Ginny jumped up. “Sure,” she said.









“We'll walk with —” Ron began.









“Oh, stay with Neville,” said Hermione sweetly. Neville was dealing out the cards. “He wants to continue playing.” And with that, she pushed Ginny out the door and darted out after her.









“You really hate my brother, don't you? Too bad Harry's too nice to save himself,” said Ginny wryly. She shot Harry and Ron a glance just before the door closed. They wore identical expressions of horror at the prospect of yet another round of Exploding Snap. They didn't have any other option. Neville didn't know any other card game, and was slow to learn others they tried to teach him; so slow, in fact, that they got exasperated and gave up trying. Once Ron suggested he sit out a game, but he was so hurt that they gave up on that too.









Exploding Snap it was.









“I don't know what you're talking about,” said Hermione airily. Her attempt to play dumb was spoiled when she asked, too lightly, “By the way, why are you so anxious to get back to Hogwarts?”









“I don't know what you're talking about,” Ginny shot back nonchalantly.









The two girls giggled. But then Ginny saw a clock on the wall strike midnight, and her face fell.









Hermione frowned. “You're meeting Malfoy, aren't you?”









Ginny inhaled sharply, taken aback. She stopped in her tracks and scowled back at Hermione. “Tell me the truth. Are you psychic?”









“No, I heard one of your roommates ask you this morning where you went to last night. She said she woke up and you weren't in your bed, and you were smiling like a loony last morning, so I assumed…”









“You did not assume, you deduced. It's actually annoying how perceptive you are, Hermione. It's like I can't keep anything from you.”









Hermione grinned. “I can't help it. So you are meeting Malfoy?”









“Yeah.”









“Don't get pregnant.”









“That's not funny.”









Hermione raised an eyebrow. “You forget, I've had boyfriends, too. I'm not saying you should abstain, I'm just warning you to be careful.”









“But Ron would never —” Ginny gasped. “Krum?”









Hermione flushed. And Ginny, forgetting Draco for the moment, burst out laughing.









-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-









Shacklebolt and Lupin strode rapidly through Azkaban, the former worried, the latter stoic.









“I'm not sure this is such a good idea,” Shacklebolt muttered, looking around as he used a set of keys borrowed from a guard to open the gate that led to the wing especially reserved for Death Eaters. Faces looked back sullenly at them, the same faces that had once looked down their noses at them. Nott, Lestrange, Crabbe, Goyle—









“As I told the guard, I'm here to see Lucius Malfoy,” said Lupin with a calmness he didn't feel. Damn, it was hard to resist interrogating Shadow, when he was so close, mere jail cells away, but he knew Scrimgeour would relish the chance to punish him for going against a direct order. “I trust our esteemed Minister hasn't thought of banning me from doing that yet?”









“It's a good thing you thought of speaking with me, and gave me a chance to interrogate Shadow, before you went to the Minister,” said Shacklebolt. “You knew he was going to ban you from seeing this Shadow Death Eater, didn't you?”









“And eventually you as well, since you're the Auror I trust best and that fact is well know,” said Lupin grimly. “I suspected from the start. As soon as I read in the paper that the captured Death Eater was in the hands of the Ministry, and that he had confessed to being the one who had attacked Tonks, I knew what Scrimgeour would do. He has many faults, but stupidity isn't one of them — he didn't rise in the ranks of the Ministry by ignoring golden opportunities thrown his way. He's probably restricted access to Shadow to a very select few by now. As I said, he knows you're my friend; you won't get anywhere near Shadow after this either. Who do you think he'll assign to question him about what he did to Tonks?”









“Some junior Auror who won't be able to get a useful word out of Shadow,” said Shacklebolt, shaking his head. “I'm sorry, Remus, but he's remarkably good at saying a lot while revealing almost nothing. He refused to speak about Tonks or any fellow renegade Death Eaters. He did tell me some things about his past, though. But first, tell me — what do you hope to gain by speaking to Malfoy?”









Lupin said, “Didn't he tell us that he gave his wand to `others like him?' Other Death Eaters. I know we weren't able to get any more out of him, but this time I'll do whatever I can to make him talk, short,” he inserted ironically, “of the Unforgivable curses. I want to know who he gave his wand to.”









“You want to bargain with the Minister.” Shacklebolt was impressed. “Brilliant. You're playing his game of wits and politics — you'll trade information about renegade Death Eaters for permission to question Shadow yourself. You're doing this for leverage.”









“For Tonks,” said Lupin simply. He looked at Shacklebolt. “What did Shadow tell you?”









“A lot, but all of it too vague to be useful. I think he was telling the truth, but only to avoid talking about more important things. He said his father was a Death Eater, and his mother was a Mudblood, and he had only become a Death Eater himself to get vengeance on his father after his mother died. It seems he's illegitimate. The way he tells it, his father was married to someone else, and only forced himself on his mother.”









“How did his mother die?









“I don't know. He said he once saw his father hurting his mother, and that his father never returned after that. Nothing about the mother's death. But a half-brother was mentioned, I presume on the father's side, who, in Shadow's own words, `got everything I also deserved.'”









“Ah, envy,” said Lupin. “So he did seek vengeance. But not upon his innocent half-brother. Why did his mother put up with his father?”









“Shadow implied that his father was very powerful, both in terms of prestige and magical capabilities. He said his mother could never fight him, nor reveal him, for she knew no one would believe her. And he would punish her for sullying his name.”









“A tragedy indeed. And did he get his revenge?”









“Oddly enough, I don't think he did. He said he only joined the Death Eaters during the Dark Lord's second uprising, and he was too lowly in the ranks of the Death Eaters to get close to his father. By the time he rose up, his father had already been punished by others.”









“Others? Who?”









“He didn't say anything more. I thought perhaps I could get a clue from his appearance. He has dark hair and gray eyes, and is much younger than you would expect. I would put him in his early twenties. His features are strangely familiar, although I can't quite recall where I've seen them before.”









They reached Lucius Malfoy's cell, and Shacklebolt unlocked another gate. The high-risk prisoners were kept under charmed locks that only a key with the corresponding charm — or Voldemort, as experience had proven — could open. He and Lupin entered warily.









Lucius was huddled on the floor, his head lowered in apparent sleep. But he looked up dully at the sound of footsteps. His gaunt, emaciated face caught the flickering torch light from the hallway.









Shacklebolt paled.









“Malfoy.” Lupin studied him coolly. “We're here to ask you more questions—”









He was cut off abruptly as Shacklebolt seized him by the arm and dragged him outside, locking the door hurriedly behind him. He pulled Lupin down the corridor, far out of Lucius' earshot.









“What is it?” Lupin was completely bemused.









Shacklebolt stared at him. “I always think of him as he was at the height of his powers, perfectly healthy, impeccably groomed. And Shadow's so thin, unkempt, and dirty. That's why I couldn't think who he resembled.”









Lupin's eyes widened. “What are you saying?”









“Remus — I think Lucius Malfoy is Shadow's father.”
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He had been stood up.









Draco, seriously irked, glared at the door, willing Ginny to open it and come in.









But the door remained closed.









It was two o'clock in the morning. He had been waiting for Ginny for over two hours. He told himself it was time to leave — clearly, she didn't plan to show up — but he stayed where he was. Ten more minutes. He'd give her ten more minutes, and if she still didn't show up, he was going back to the Slytherin dorm and never speaking to her again.









Ten minutes came and went.









Ten more, he promised himself, and he was gone.









Thirty minutes later, he repeated the mantra to himself. Ten more minutes. He sat down and folded his arm across his chest, planning just what he would say when he yelled at her.









A few minutes past five o'clock, the first faint hints of sunlight already visible on the horizon, the door finally swung open. But Draco didn't even see it. He had fallen asleep on the window ledge, his head leaning against the wall.









The door closed softly, and a silvery cloak fell to the floor, revealing Ginny.









Lupin had turned up near dawn, looking so preoccupied that they badgered him to share what he had discovered, but he refused to reveal anything, saying he still needed to sort it out for himself. He sent them home promising to tell them what he could as soon as they returned, but at the moment, he wanted them to return to Hogwarts and get some sleep. He apologized for his late return, but said it couldn't be helped. He wouldn't explain why. The mystery drove Hermione crazy, and she wondered aloud what was going on all the way back to Hogwarts.









As soon as they reached the Gryffindor common room, the boys headed off to their dorm to sleep. Hermione warned Ginny again to be careful, and went to her own dorm. Then Ginny rushed off.









Her hair was disheveled, for she had practically run to the astronomy tower. The logical part of her knew that Draco would be long gone, but the other part — the crazy one — had propelled her to come anyway. Just to make sure.









And he was there. Asleep, but there.









She thought about kissing him, but didn't have the nerve. So she shook him instead, gently. "Hey."









His eyes opened drowsily.









And she couldn't resist. She did kiss him then, but lightly, brushing her lips lingeringly over his before pulling away. "I'm sorry I'm late."









Draco rubbed his eyes and sat up straight. "Ginny?"









"I'm here, Draco."









"You're late." He yawned.









"I'm sorry," she repeated, and yawned, too, but covered her mouth. He hadn't bothered.









"What took you so long? Why are you tired?" More alert now, the drowsiness fading from his eyes, Draco looked at Ginny. She stood in front of him, struggling to suppress another yawn.









"We visited Tonks," she explained.









He closed his hands around her wrists and tugged. She fell forward without resisting, and he settled her on his lap, enjoying the feel of her body against his. She was over four hours late and dead tired, but she had made the effort to come. He was moved.









As was she. He hadn't known where she was, or why she was late, but he had waited anyway, waited until he had fallen asleep. She leaned her head against his chest and put her arms around him.









"Rest," he told her. She was weary. Everything else could wait.









And, content, Ginny dozed off in Draco's arms.
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