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Chapter 1: Realizations.







 Harry was sitting alone at his tiny, scarred, desk at the Dursleys. It was one of the first times since he returned from Hogwarts that he had actually been left alone. Ron and Hermione had gone back to the Burrow to help with the preparations for Bill and Fleur's wedding. Leaning back in his chair, Harry let his gaze wander around aimlessly while he tried to figure out what Dumbledore had meant that his ability to love was the power that would enable him to defeat Voldemort. 





 He thought about his relationship with Ron, Hermione, Ginny, Sirius, & the rest of the Weasleys. He knew that he would give his life to save any of them, but did it really mean that he loved them? Having grown up devoid of loving parents, Harry worried that he wouldn't be able to recognize what love really meant to him. Sure, he knew about the concept of love, having longed for it his entire life, but he didn't really have a strong frame of reference to base his experiences. 





 Ron was his first friend in the Wizarding world but their relationship had been tested over the years due to Ron's jealousy over fame and money. Harry still considered Ron as the brother that he never had. After thinking it over for a few minutes Harry realized that, he did indeed love Ron as a brother, even when he was being a git. 





 The next person Harry considered was Hermione. He knew that their friendship was strong and that she had never doubted him. She had always been there when he needed advice, and even when he didn't want it. Harry chuckled to himself as he remembered all of those times when Hermione would do or say something that would keep him focused and out of trouble. Hermione's faith and devotion to Harry, even when he knew he was wrong, amazed him. Shaking his head from side to side, Harry understood that Hermione's love for him was unconditional and he felt the same way towards her. She was the anchor that kept him grounded, even if she did drive him nutters occasionally. 





 Her relationship with Ron always puzzled him though. Hermione and Ron were always bickering and Harry often thought that it was because they had unspoken feelings for each other. Now he wasn't so sure anymore. They had started dating after Dumbledore's funeral but it still seemed a bit forced to Harry. He just hoped that he didn't have to pick up the pieces if their relationship fell apart. 





 Harry had no doubts about his late godfather's love for him. Sirius had died protecting him from his own foolishness. Harry let out a stifled sob as a wave of guilt wracked his body. If only he had mastered Occlumency as Dumbledore had insisted. Harry knew that he loved Sirius and that he would carry the guilt of his death forever. 





 A few days ago, Harry would have said that Ginny was the one that he loved the most. It wasn't until Remus Lupin sent him a photograph of his parents during their Hogwart's days that Harry realized Ginny looked exactly like his mum. 





 Harry realized that he now loved Ginny like a sister and that he had pushed her away because he thought that it would protect her. Now, he was glad that he broke up with her. It gave him a bad case of the shivers when he looked at a picture of his mum side by side with one of Ginny. Harry slumped down in his chair and put his hands up to his head. Taking a deep breath to fortify his nerves, Harry knew what he had to do. He took out a quill and some parchment and began to write her a letter. 





 It surprised Harry when he realized how much better he felt after getting some of those things off his chest. The lump in his throat was still there because of the pain that he knew that he had caused Ginny. 





 Looking over to the bureau in the corner of his room Harry called softly, “Hedwig, would you please take this to Ginny Weasley?” 





 She stuck out her left leg and Harry secured the letter carefully and opened the window for her. Nipping him on his ear lightly, Hedwig opened her wings and soared out of his window into the night. 





 ~AQ~ 





 The past couple of weeks had been terrible for Ginny Weasley. The ever-growing fear of Voldemort's rising power in the absence of Dumbledore's guidance was causing everyone to feel a sense of foreboding. Between the death of Dumbledore and breaking up with Harry, she was at her wit's end. 





 Ginny felt like she was just going through the motions of life but not actually living it. Some mornings she didn't even want to get out of bed but it was even worse trying to fall asleep. She kept having second thoughts about why Harry had told her that they had to stop seeing each other. Ginny knew that her entire family was in terrible danger no matter what, or where, Harry was at any given moment. 





 Hermione had noticed the way Ginny listlessly shuffled around during the day completing whatever task her mother assigned for her. She tried to talk to her friend about it but she always got the same, “I'm fine.” that Harry had made so famous during his troublesome fifth year. Hermione decided that she was going to talk to Ginny in her room that night before bed because she hated seeing her just going through the motions of life, not actually living one. 





 Ginny was startled from her revelry by a tapping noise at her window. Slowly she pulled open the window and stepped back to let the beautiful snowy owl into her room. “Hello girl, how are you?” she asked. 





 Hedwig gave a low hoot and stuck out her leg. Ginny took the letter and slowly sat back down on her bed. She wasn't sure if she was ready to read a letter from Harry just yet. He had caused her so much pain and she was still confused about her feelings towards him. Taking a deep breath Ginny broke the seal on the letter and began to read. 







Dear Ginny,









I have been the world's biggest prat. I don't know if you can ever find it in your heart to forgive me and I probably don't deserve it anyway. There are some things that I need to explain, such as why I broke up with you.









I am terrified. Everyone that has ever loved me has been killed by Voldemort and I have been blaming myself. I was afraid that he would take you to get to me. Ron and Hermione already know all about this fear and they still won't leave me.









Something Dumbledore said to me made me realize that if I pushed everyone away then I would be giving into my fears and letting Voldemort win. While I am still fearful that you could be harmed because of me, I also realize that you are still in danger because he already knows about us because Malfoy told him last year.









While I don't expect you to forgive me, I hope that I haven't lost your friendship. I should have told you everything last year but I was afraid. There are things that I still have to do but I now realize that I will need help if I am going to succeed.









I know that I hurt you terribly and for that, I am truly sorry. I will tell you everything you want to know when I arrive at the Burrow for Bill and Fleur's wedding. If you don't want anything to do with me after that, I will understand. Just know that I will always love you.









Love,









Harry







 Tears were falling silently down Ginny's cheeks. She didn't realize that she was even crying until a tear splashed down onto the letter. “He still loves me!” Ginny cried softly to Hedwig. 





 Hermione was worried about Ginny. Since she and Ron had returned to the Burrow to help with the wedding preparations Ginny had been keeping to herself the entire time, only speaking when someone asked her a question. She was just about to open the door to Ginny's room when she heard Ginny whisper that Harry still loved her. Smiling to herself, Hermione slowly backed away from the door to find Ron and tell him the good news. 





 “Ron!” whispered Hermione, “Wake up.” 





 “Five more minutes, mum.” mumbled Ron as he tried to bury himself further into his orange Chudley Cannons blanket. 





 Smirking to herself, Hermione leaned in close to Ron's ear and began to wiggle her fingers mimicking a spider crawling. Ron's reaction was instantaneous; he rolled over and promptly fell onto the floor at Hermione's feet wildly beating at the side of his face to remove the imagined spider. 





 “Bloody Hell, Hermione! Are you trying to give me a heart attack?” yelped Ron when he looked up to see her laughing silently at his expense. 





 “I'm sorry Ron. I couldn't resist. Besides, you look so cute when you're swatting the invisible spiders away.” Hermione blushed slightly when she realized that she had said that last bit aloud. 





 Ron's ears were a bit pink as he blurted out, “Hermione, why did you wake me up? Is something wrong? Is Harry ok? How is Ginny?” 





 “Ron, slow down. Everyone is fine, maybe even better than fine if Harry has finally realized a few things.” Hermione stated simply. 





 A look of confusion appeared on Ron's face before Hermione took pity on him and began telling him about what Dumbledore had mentioned to Harry about the prophecy and the power that the Dark Lord knows not, the ability to love and be loved. 





 Harry was laying on his small bed inside Number 4 Privet listening to the sounds of his cousin and uncle snoring. `How did Aunt Petunia sleep through that racket, Harry wondered?'







 He felt relaxed, like a large weight had been lifted off his chest, for the first time in ages. Hedwig had returned with a short note from Ginny earlier that evening. At first, Harry was terrified that Ginny would send him a howler, or worse, not reply at all. His fears turned out to be unjustified because Ginny's short letter was more than he could have ever hoped. 







Dear Harry,









I forgive you, come home soon so we can talk.









Love, 









Ginny







 Harry sat there completely gob smacked at first. He had never understood what it meant to have a family that would forgive and love him, and to have a place that he could call home. That Ginny was willing to forgive him shook Harry to the core of his soul. It also made him feel that much worse because he knew that it was his own short sightedness that had caused this whole situation. 





 He also realized that he owed Hermione an apology as well. She had stood by him for the past five years without once wavering in her support of him regardless of how insensitive he was being. 





 Realizing that it was late, Harry decided to get ready for bed. However, sleep never came easy for him. When he was younger, the nightmares were about his mistreatment at the hands of the Dursleys. After he went to Hogwarts, the nightmares were still there but they were replaced by a different type of terror. Voldemort was the primary cause of the horrors in his dreams, even if he was not in every one. Unfortunately, each year he spent at Hogwarts brought with it a new nightmare to add to his growing collection. 





 The nightmares he was currently experiencing were from the cave with the Horcrux and Dumbledore's death on top of the Astronomy tower. His older nightmares never really went away but they didn't have the power over him that they used to. In time, he would get used to this new set of nightmares too. 





 They still left him shaken when he awoke in a cold sweat. This evening's dream started out no different from the other ones. He was frozen under his invisibility cloak, powerless to stop the horror of seeing Dumbledore's body fall over the ramparts towards the grounds below. 





 In his dreams, Dumbledore always gave Harry a look of betrayal as he was hit with the killing curse. It seemed that bright flash of green light that had changed his life when he was a baby would forever haunt him. So many of Harry's loved ones had died at the monster's hands that Harry knew that even without the prophecy hanging over his head that he would want to be the one to kill Voldemort. 





 Just as the light hit Dumbledore in his dream, everything shifted. Harry felt a sense of calm come over him and then he found himself standing in a doorway facing the back of a beautiful woman. As she turned to her right Harry was able to see the tiny infant in her arms that had a shock of messy raven hair and startlingly bright emerald green eyes. He could not identify the woman but he felt that he knew her. 





 The only color in this part of his dream was the green of the baby's eyes. As Harry stepped into the room all he could focus on was the tiny little infant in its mother's arms reaching out to him. As Harry stretched out his hand, he awoke as soon as his fingers touched the child's tiny ones. 





 Harry was breathing heavily and sweating a little but it was not like the cold sweats that he got from his usual nightmares. He desperately clung to the images in this dream so that they would never fade from his memory. 





 As he was going over the scene in his mind again Harry realized that what he was feeling was unconditional love, for the woman and the child; their child. This was what Dumbledore meant when he told Harry that he would have a power that Voldemort did not understand, the love for his wife and child…his own family. 





 It was that dream, more than anything, that Harry had been thinking about over the past month that finally caused the biggest change in Harry. The belief that he had something to look forward to, something that he wanted more than anything else in the entire world, focused Harry's mind and gave him a true sense of purpose and a long term goal beyond just killing Tom Riddle. 





 Harry understood that in a way he did pity Tom Riddle. He no longer thought of him as Voldemort because he realized that it was just a name made up to hide a scared, lonely, man and his insecurities. Dumbledore had only called Tom by the name of Voldemort in front of others, people that didn't know who he really was. This business of people being too afraid to say a name had to stop. Saying You-Know-Who instead of Voldemort was completely ridiculous. 





 Harry wanted people to start calling Voldemort by his given name, Tom, and to do that he was going to need help from someone he absolutely loathed. Rita Skeeter. 
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Chapter 2: Owl post and revelations.







 Gritting his teeth Harry got up from his little bed and picked up a fresh piece of parchment and a quill. Writing to Rita Skeeter was not something that Harry wanted to do but it needed to be done. 







Ms. Skeeter,









I was hoping that you would be able to help me with a project this summer. It will be very dangerous for you but also very lucrative. If you are interested, I would like to meet you inside Gringotts on August 1, at 12pm. If not, I am sure that there are dozens of other reporters that would be more than willing to help me. 









Harry Potter







 Grabbing a second piece of parchment Harry started to pen a letter to the first Goblin that took him to his vault at Gringotts. 





 Griphook,









First of all, I wanted to thank you for taking me to my vault and for explaining Wizarding money to me in my first year. I was hoping that you would be able to arrange for a private meeting room for me on August 1, at 12pm. I am willing to pay for your time and the room. 









If possible, I would also like to meet with you afterwards to go over the holdings in my vault. I have not been down to visit since the death of my godfather, Sirius Black, so I know that there are some things that I must take care of. 









Sincerely,









Harry Potter







 `I'll just send these off with Hedwig as soon as she wakes up' thought Harry as he looked over at his faithful owl. Currently she was sleeping with her head tucked under her wing after a night of hunting in Surrey. 





 Harry glanced over at his clock and noticed that it was just after seven in the morning and that the Dursleys would be getting up soon. Stripping off his shirt and grabbing a change of clothes, Harry stepped out of his room to head to the shower before his whale of a cousin, Dudley, could use up all of the hot water. 





 Just as Harry stepped out of his bedroom door, he heard a gasp from the end of the hallway. Spinning quickly and turning to the side, Harry looked up to see his Aunt Petunia staring at him wide-eyed and pale. She took a step forward with a look on her face that shocked Harry. It was a look full of guilt. 





 “Harry, what happened to you? Where did you get all of those scars?” 





 It took Harry a moment to remember that he wasn't wearing a shirt so he quickly pulled his towel over his shoulders and leveled a glare at his aunt before replying, “Why would you care? You and Uncle Vernon haven't been the most loving people the past 16 years.” Without waiting for a reply, Harry walked into the bathroom and closed the door leaving a shocked and confused Petunia in the hallway. 





 Harry leaned against the shower wall and let the water stream down his back as he tried to gather his thoughts about his encounter with Aunt Petunia. `Why did she feel guilty? Did she actually care about him?' Harry felt that he really needed to talk to someone about what happened but Hermione wouldn't be picking him up to take him to the Burrow until a few days before his birthday next week. 





 After drying himself off and putting on some clean clothes, Harry stepped out into the hall so he could head downstairs to start cooking breakfast. When he opened the door to the kitchen, he got the second shock of the day. 





 His Aunt was busy cooking breakfast and had already set the table. Not knowing what to do, Harry simply stood there with his mouth slightly hanging open. 





 “Harry, have a seat at the table, breakfast should be ready in a few minutes. Help yourself to some coffee or juice and some toast if you would like.” said Petunia without looking up from the stove. 





 Harry was confused. It was like waking up in a completely different universe but he was still the same. Tentatively Harry asked, “Aunt Petunia, is something wrong?” 





 She glanced up at him from the stove and gave him a small smile. 





 “Nothing is wrong, Harry. There are a few things that I would like to talk to you about after Vernon and Dudley leave for the day. Would that be alright with you?” 





 “Oh. Okay, Aunt Petunia.” said Harry quickly as his cousin came pounding down the stairs. He finished his breakfast before Uncle Vernon even made it to the table and retreated to the safety of his room. 





 ~AQ~ 





 When Harry entered his room, he found Hedwig perched on his desk looking at the stack of outgoing post. Chuckling softly, Harry asked, “Looking for a job girl? I have a few letters that need to be delivered. Would you please wait a moment while I write one more note?” Hedwig hooted softly and flew over to her perch for a quick drink of water. 







Dear Hermione,









Would it be possible for you to come to my aunt and uncles house tomorrow? There are a few things that I need to take care of that I could use your help with. 









Sincerely,









Harry







 Gathering up the letters for Hedwig, Harry walked over to her perch and began fastening them to her leg. “Please go to Hermione first, then Gringotts, and finally Rita Skeeter.” 





 With an affectionate nip of his finger, Hedwig lifted off from her perch and flew out the open window. “Be safe girl.” Harry said softly as he watched her outline fade into the distance. 





 After hearing Dudley and Uncle Vernon leave the house for work, Harry decided that he couldn't put off talking to his aunt any longer so he headed downstairs. Stepping into the living room, Harry noticed that his aunt had set up a tea tray with service for two and that she was sitting on the couch waiting for him. With a small sigh of resignation, Harry sat down on the love seat opposite his aunt and waited for her to begin talking. 





 “Harry, there are some things that I need to know about what will happen once you turn seventeen.” Petunia said as she clutched her cup of tea in her hands. 





 He was a bit shocked but then realized that his aunt was scared about what could happen to her family when he left for good. “What do you know about the protection that Dumbledore placed on the house when you took me in almost sixteen years ago?” asked Harry tentatively. 





 After a short pause, Petunia told him about the blood protection and his being in the house during the summer to recharge the wards, and about how they kept the family safe. 





 `That was interesting,' thought Harry. `She knows more about the magical world than she let on, including that little slip during the summer before my fifth year.' With a hard look at his aunt, Harry whispered, “You seem to know much more about my world than I realized. How many other secrets have you been keeping?” 





 Petunia shivered at his tone and the look that he gave her as he was speaking. Harry's face was a frozen, emotionless mask, but it was his eyes that truly scared her. He looked completely capable of cold-blooded murder, and there seemed to be a slight breeze in the room even though all of the windows remained closed. 





 `What had he been through to become this hardened,' thought Petunia? “H-H-Harry, I have some things that Dumbledore gave me that belonged to your parents. He had them put into magical storage at Gringotts after I told him that I didn't want them kept in our house.” 





 As she finished this statement, she produced a small golden key with the Gringotts seal emblazoned on the top and placed it on the coffee table that was between them. 





 “How long?” croaked Harry in a strangled voice. He was not sure he wanted to hear the answer, but he needed to know. 





 Petunia opened her mouth as if to reply but then shut it abruptly. She tried to tell him again but faltered and covered her mouth with one of her bony hands. She looked like a deer caught in the headlights and was too afraid to move or say anything. 





 “TELL THE TRUTH!” shouted Harry, with authority, while looking directly into his aunt's eyes. The tea set started to rattle and shake as his magic began to rise up inside of him in anger. 





 Petunia felt her mind invaded by a foreign presence and her memories started spilling forth, playing out right in front of her eyes. Her head began to pound, and her eyes started to glaze over from the mental attack as Harry delved deeper looking for answers. 





 The feeling of being inside of his aunt's mind shocked Harry momentarily before he realized that he had used Legilimency without saying an incantation or using his wand. With renewed purpose, he began sifting through her memories looking for the conversation between Dumbledore and his aunt. 





 When he finally pulled out of the memory and left Petunia's mind, Harry's heart filled with hatred and pure rage towards his remaining family. “You have had this the entire time that I have lived here and never once saw fit to tell me about it?” he hissed menacingly. 





 Petunia could only nod in agreement, she was too afraid to say anything because she thought that Harry might kill her on the spot. 





 Harry grabbed the key and stood up to leave the room. As he started to go up the steps, he stopped and turned to his Aunt and said, “You and the rest of the Dursleys should leave the house before my birthday. Tell no one where you are going, just leave. If you are here on my seventeenth birthday, you will be murdered by Voldemort or his followers because the wards are going to fall. I'm leaving tomorrow for good. Make sure that all of you stay out of my way until I am gone.” 





 Angrily, Harry trudged up to the smallest bedroom and began packing up his belongings. 
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Chapter 3: New Beginnings and What's Right.







 After finishing packing his belongings, Harry collapsed onto the tiny bed and lay there staring at the ceiling for what seemed like hours. Sometime during the night, Harry had gotten up and taken off his clothes before climbing back onto the bed wearing only a pair of boxers. 





 His dreams were starting out as usual, the image of Snape leaning over Dumbledore right before he killed him. Just as the brilliant green flash from the killing curse left Snape's wand, Harry's nightmare shifted into the dream of the beautiful witch holding a tiny baby in her arms, their child. 





 Harry stood in the doorway in his dream trying to memorize everything about his surroundings that he could. Then he heard it for the first time, her soft, lilting, voice that was singing to the infant in her arms. Harry could not make out the words but he recognized the melody of the song. Her voice was angelic but because he was too far away, he couldn't identify the woman. 





 She was far too beautiful to be anything except a woman. Tentatively, Harry took a step forward towards them. She still had her back to him when he realized that she wasn't wearing a top. Harry was feeling overwhelmed with emotions and he started to tremble in his sleep. His breathing quickened and his heart started pounding in his chest. Swallowing nervously, Harry took another step closer towards them and he reached out his hand to touch her shoulder. 





 Just as his hand made contact with her bare shoulder, he felt a jolt and then he was encompassed by a feeling of love. The beautiful witch took a step backwards and leaned into his touch. 





 ~AQ~ 





 Hermione had just stepped inside of the door to Harry's room when he started breathing heavily and moving around in his sleep. Fearing that he was having another nightmare, she quickly strode over to the bed and pulled him into a hug while softly calling out to him, “Harry? It's okay, please wake up!” 





 His body tensed for a few seconds before he relaxed into her embrace. She was running one of her hands through his hair trying to calm him down while making soothing noises. As his breathing slowly returned to normal, Hermione realized that Harry had fallen back into a deep sleep. 





 Looking down at his face, she leaned down and placed a tender kiss on his scar before softly disentangling herself and covering him with the sheet that was bunched-up around his feet. 





 Kneeling down next to his bed, Hermione noticed that he looked more peaceful than she could ever remember seeing him from recent memory. His face was relaxed and the lines of tension around his mouth and on his forehead were gone. 





 Deciding that it would be best to let him sleep for a little while longer, she stepped out of the room and quietly closed the door. Once she was in the back yard Hermione quickly Apparated to Diagon Alley to grab some food before returning to Privet Drive. 





 ~AQ~ 





 Harry's dream drifted away into the mists of his mind when he felt the warm embrace and he dropped off into a very restful sleep. 





 When he awoke a while later, it was to the smell of bacon and eggs in his room. Snatching his glasses and putting them on his face, he quickly recognized Hermione sitting at his desk munching on a piece of toast while reading the Daily Prophet. 





 “Good morning. I was wondering when you were going to wake up.” stated Hermione with a small grin on her face. 





 Harry smiled back at her and said, “Morning, Hermione. Thanks for bringing breakfast, I really didn't fancy going downstairs to cook anything after my little meeting with Petunia yesterday.” 





 Frowning slightly at Harry's tone regarding his aunt, Hermione looked over at him and intoned, “Harry, I haven't seen your relatives all morning. I had to let myself in after no one answered the door, it was unlocked too. What happened yesterday?” 





 “Petunia and I had a nice long discussion about blood wards and my parent's belongings that she has kept hidden from me for the past sixteen years. It didn't end well though, she wouldn't admit to how long she had been hiding their possessions from me and I sort of used Legilimency on her to get the answers.” Harry said after swallowing a bite of his eggs. 





 Hermione let out a small gasp as Harry mentioned using Legilimency on his Aunt. “I thought that you didn't know how to perform Legilimency, Harry?” 





 “Actually, I think I may have a natural talent for it, or it is a skill that Tom passed to me like he did with Parseltongue.” Harry said before taking a bite of his toast. Swallowing, he continued, “The thing is, I didn't even use a wand or say the incantation. I was looking right into her eyes, and I demanded to know the truth about how long she had my parent's things in storage. The next thing that I knew, I was sifting through her memories very quickly until I found the one that I wanted.” 





 Hermione was worrying her bottom lip between her teeth in thought before she answered, “Harry, it could be a combination of both. Either way, we should take some time and develop your skills in Legilimency and Occlumency. They would be really helpful in our quest to find the items that we are looking for.” 





 “Who am I going to practice on, Hermione?” Harry asked. Wiping his mouth on a napkin, he said, “It's not like I can just walk up to people and start scanning their thoughts, especially wizards, because they could tell what I am doing and it isn't exactly moral to invade someone else's mind.” 





 “You can practice on me, Harry.” Before Harry could reply in the negative, Hermione continued by saying, “Harry, I'm a natural Occlumens, Dumbledore tested me himself last year. I don't know how or why I'm a natural, but Dumbledore mentioned that it's because I have a highly ordered mind with a near photographic memory.” 





 Harry looked at Hermione with his mouth hanging slightly open before he replied, “Thanks a lot, Hermione. You don't have to do this you know. If I ever succeed in breaking through your defenses, I will end up seeing some things that you may want kept private. I'll try not to view those memories but it's hard to control most of the time. When I accidentally broke into Snape's mind during our fifth year, I saw him witnessing a fight between his parents when he was a little boy.” 





 Hermione gave Harry a small smile before replying, “Harry, I trust you and I know that you wouldn't bring up memories like that if you could help it. We should pick up some books on Occlumency and Legilimency when we visit Diagon Alley later.” 





 ~AQ~ 





 After a quick shower and a change of clothes, Harry asked Hermione to Apparate him to Diagon Alley. “Let's head over to Gringotts first, Hermione. I can get a few things sorted out and retrieve some gold from my vault so we can get those books. I would also like to visit a wizard optometrist to get some new glasses if possible. These old things aren't very durable.” Harry said. 





 “You also need some new clothes, Harry. I mean you look good in your Quidditch robes so why hide it under those baggy things you are wearing now?” Hermione's face turned a bright shade of pink when she realized that she had said the last part aloud. 





 “And just how long have you been checking me out in my Quidditch robes?” Harry said with a small, teasing, smile on his face. 





 “Uh, right, we should really get going. Lots to do today you know.” Hermione said in a very high-pitched voice. 





 Slightly embarrassed and still a light shade of pink, Hermione grabbed Harry's hand and turned on the spot. They arrived in the alley just behind the Leaky Cauldron with a small pop. 





 “You're really getting good at side-along apparition Hermione.” Harry stated, letting her off the hook for now as they began their walk towards Gringotts. 





 “Thanks, Harry. I actually find it easier when apparating with you then when I do it on my own. I think that you're helping with the destination and I'm never that quiet.” Hermione stated simply. 





 “I never really thought about it before but when I Apparated Dumbledore back from the cave to Hogsmeade, I had to do everything by myself.” In a quiet whisper and with tears in his eyes, Harry said, “He, he was so weak…he couldn't help me at all. It was all I could do just to keep him standing so I concentrated as hard as I could and took us both back to the Three Broomsticks.” 





 Hermione stepped closer to Harry and swept him into a gentle hug, before leading him over to a small waiting room just off the lobby in Gringotts. “Harry, it's okay, you did everything that you could that night. Just getting Dumbledore back to Hogsmeade was a big accomplishment. I can't Apparate that far on my own and you did it carrying an injured person.” 





 Rubbing his back comfortingly, she said, “You really are a powerful wizard, Harry. There are things that you make look easy but are a stretch for most other wizards and witches to even attempt.” 





 Harry was looking down at his hands on the table as he spoke quietly, “I'm nothing special, Hermione. I mean, take a look at my grades, nothing great there.” 





 “Harry, please look at me.” Once Harry brought his eyes up to look into Hermione's, she reached out, clasped her hands on top of his, and began speaking, “I know that you've been hiding your talents at Hogwarts so you can divert attention away from yourself. The question is, why? Is this something left over from the Dursley's abuse or is it to make others underestimate you?” 





 Harry's eyes widened in shock at her revelation. Coming to a decision, he pulled a wand from his sleeve that Hermione didn't recognize and with a quick flick of his wrist, she felt a rush of magic. The lock on the door clicked, and then the background noise from the lobby disappeared. 





 “What was that? You're going to get into serious trouble for using magic before you're seventeen!” Hermione said in a harsh whisper. 





 Holding up his hand to forestall further questions, Harry flicked his wrist a few more times before putting the strange wand back into his sleeve. His tone was serious as he said, “How did you know about the Dursleys, and when did you figure that out?” 





 “Oh, Harry. I'm so sorry.” Hermione now had tears in her eyes as she looked up at him. Her voice broke a little as she began speaking again, “I figured out the part about the Dursleys during our third year. I just didn't say anything about them because I figured you would never bring it up and that it was probably a very sensitive topic.” 





 Harry's mouth was hanging open slightly and Hermione reached across the table, lifted his chin up to close it, and said with a chuckle, “Flies, Harry, flies. I figured out the hiding in plain sight part during our fifth year. I never saw you actually practice the spells that you taught us during the DA. You just performed them as if you had been doing them for ages.” 





 Pausing to gather her thoughts, she continued, speaking quietly, “It was such a horrible year for you but your grades on your O.W.L.S. were very good, minus the two obvious ones where the exams were interrupted. So why did you throw your O.W.L.S.?” 





 “You really are the smartest witch of our age, you know that don't you?” Harry proudly said with a smile before his demeanor changed and his physical appearance began to shift. His body grew a few inches and he filled out his baggy clothes. His hair was now just below his shoulders, it was still a little wild in the back but it framed his face and appeared more styled. 





 To complete the look he removed his glasses and looked up at Hermione's astonished face. Reaching across the table, he returned the favor and used his index finger to gently close Hermione's mouth while saying, “Flies, Hermione, flies.” 





 “You're a Metamorphmagus!” Hermione whispered excitedly before she got a contemplative look on her face as she drifted through her memories. “Oh, I should have seen that ages ago when you mentioned that you hadn't had a haircut since your Aunt Petunia cut it all off and it grew back overnight. I guess that I just assumed that you were getting your haircut during the school year. When did you figure out that you were a Metamorphmagus Harry?” she finished in a rush. 





 Harry smiled at her as he spoke, “I figured it out during our fourth year actually. It took me most of that year to learn to control my abilities. I didn't realize that I was unconsciously keeping my appearance the same.” He paused for a moment while he reminisced about that discovery. Smiling depreciatively, he said, “It came as quite a shock when I found out that I could control it and discovered what I really looked like. 





 He almost laughed at the expression on Hermione's face; it was a mixture of excitement and eagerness. Continuing, he said softly, “After I figured that out I decided that I would be safer looking the way that everyone had grown accustomed to seeing me; an undersized, average wizard, with messy hair and bad eyesight.” 





 “Wow. I mean, wow. How many people know what you really look like, Harry?” said an astonished Hermione. 





 “Only two people have ever seen my real form besides myself.” Harry said simply. 





 “So Ginny and I are the only ones that know what you look like?” Hermione asked. 





 Shaking his head in the negative, Harry whispered, “No, just you know, now. The only other person that I revealed myself to was Sirius during Christmas of our fifth year while we were staying at Grimmauld Place. He had been helping me by sending me a list of spells that weren't taught at Hogwarts.” 





 Tears sprung to his eyes as he choked out sadly, “Merlin, I miss him.” 





 Hermione was not expecting that bit of news and the shock of it shown clearly on her face. Tentatively she asked, “Harry, what are you going to tell Ginny?” 





 With a grim look on his face, Harry pulled a worn photograph from the back pocket of his pants and silently handed it over to Hermione. 





 “Where did you get this picture of you and Ginny? Colin would have shown me this for sure.” The confusion in Hermione's voice was evident. 





 Taking the photograph back from Hermione and setting it on the table in front of her, Harry smoothed out the edges before saying reverently, “Hermione, that picture is of my parents when they were at Hogwarts. Remus sent it to me last week. He discovered it while going through some of Sirius' things in his bedroom.” 





 All Hermione could manage was a tiny exclamation of sorrow and understanding as the pieces of the puzzle fell into place. 





 “I do love Ginny and I would do anything to keep her safe. However, I love her like a sister and a friend. When I pushed her away it was for a variety of reasons, all of them wrong, but I am glad that I did end the relationship. I was going to show her the picture and explain everything to her when we visit the Burrow next week. I just hope that she understands better after seeing this photo.” Stopping to collect himself, Harry said miserably, “I don't want to hurt her more than I already have.” 





 Taking his hands in hers, Hermione looked at Harry and said warmly, “I know that this is a really difficult burden for you to endure but I will be with you the entire time.” before pulling him into a loving hug. 





 When Hermione pulled Harry into a tight embrace, he began weeping. He cried for the loss of his parents, Cedric, Sirius, Dumbledore, and his own innocence. Hermione was shocked at first but she just held on to Harry tightly and whispered comforting words until his sobs abated. 





 “Thank you for trusting me enough to show me what you really look like and to open up to me.” Hermione whispered into Harry's ear. Pulling back from him so she could look into his eyes Hermione placed her hand on his cheek, and said lovingly, “I am so proud of you Harry, for doing what is right and not what is easy.” 
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Chapter 4: Wands and Wills.







 After taking a few minutes to composer her thoughts, Hermione's eyes narrowed and she looked pointedly at Harry, “Now are you going to tell me how you didn't get into trouble for using magic and where did you get that other wand?” 





 Harry let out a low chuckle and replied, “I didn't think that you would forget to ask about that. Anyone can perform magic inside of Gringotts and it will not be detected by the ministry. There is too much magic in the area, sort of like Hogwarts. Also, in a magical house the ministry can tell that magic has been performed but not the specific person.” 





 In an instant Hermione's face scrunched up into a scowl as she figured out the ramifications of Harry's statement. “Do you mean to tell me that only muggleborn witches or wizards ever receive warnings from the ministry for using magic?” she asked incredulously. 





 “Yes. It is really a nasty bit of legislation, isn't it? It shows us how bigoted the ministry really is towards muggleborns. I'm not sure what it would take to make them change their views though.” Harry said contemplatively. 





 “How about starting a petition to change the underage magic laws? Ooh, I just know the Ministry would throw it out without even reading it!” Hermione groaned out in frustration as her anger started to build. 





 “I don't know Hermione; I think that it's going to take much more than just a simple petition to change things in the Ministry. Hmm perhaps…. Let's just let this sit for a while, I'm sure that something will come to us eventually. 





 Giving him a pointed look, she said, “Okay, Harry. Now tell me about your new wand.” 





 “It's not new, it was Dumbledore's wand. I picked it up when I was kneeling on the ground next to his body.” Harry said in a low whisper. “Everyone was in shock and I saw his wand a few feet away from where he had landed. After retrieving the fake Horcrux, I discretely pocketed his wand before Ginny led me away from his body. I was very surprised when I discovered that I could use his wand as easily as my original one. It also solves the Priori Incantatum effect with the matching cores when I duel with Voldemort again.” 





 Hermione looked intently into Harry's eyes and she seemed to come to a decision, “Harry, I think we need to get me a second wand and then start gathering anything that could help us so we can start getting ready for the upcoming war. We can do this Harry, I know you can stop him and I'll do everything that I can to make sure that you succeed.” 





 “Thank you Hermione. I know that I can always count on you. That is why I decided to show you what I really look like.” Harry closed his eyes for a moment and he spoke so softly that Hermione almost did not hear him, “I've kept so much bottled up for so long and I really need to get some things off of my chest.” 





 Harry opened his eyes again and gazed into Hermione's as he said, “I don't want there to be anymore secrets between us.” 





 Slowly Hermione stood up and made her way over to Harry. She pulled him into a warm embrace and whispered, “When you're ready, I'll be there for you.” 





 “Thanks, Hermione.” After a few seconds, Harry's body began to shrink, and she stepped back to watch the final transformation and she handed him his glasses without saying a word. Harry stood up and held out a hand to help her up from a kneeling position and said, “Let's get going there are a few things that we really need to get finished today.” 





 Harry cancelled the spells on the room and they walked out into the lobby of Gringotts and headed up to an available goblin. “Excuse me sir, I would like to make a withdrawal from my vault please.” Harry said to the goblin while handing over his vault key. 





 The goblin took a moment to inspect the key before speaking, “Mr. Potter, there are a few things that need your attention if you have a few moments to spare.” 





 “Uh, sure. I have an appointment with Griphook scheduled for tomorrow afternoon though.” Harry answered in a slightly bewildered tone. 





 “Ah, I see. Did you request him or did Gringotts assign him to the task?” the goblin asked with a hint of curiosity. 





 “I sent him a letter a few days ago because he took me down to my vault the first time that I visited Gringotts and he was the only goblin that I have ever really met.” stated Harry simply. 





 The goblin sat there with a slightly stunned look on his face before he said, “Please wait here, I'll be right back with Griphook.” and he walked off leaving a confused pair of humans staring at his back. 





 “Harry, what's going on?” asked Hermione. 





 Frowning, Harry answered, “I don't know. I did ask Griphook to reserve a conference room for me tomorrow so we could meet with Rita Skeeter and to go over my inheritance from Sirius afterwards.” 





 As Harry looked up, he noticed two goblins walking towards them. Stepping forward and extending his hand Harry said; “It's good to see you again, Griphook. Thank you for taking the time to meet with me on such short notice.” 





 The goblin hesitated for a moment before stretching out his hand to clasp Harry's in a firm handshake. “Not many people can recognize a goblin, especially one that they haven't seen in five years Mr. Potter.” Griphook said. 





 “Oh, I didn't know that. I recognized you instantly. You made quite the first impression on me when I was eleven. Please call me Harry,” gesturing towards his best friend, he said pleasantly, “and this is Hermione Granger.” 





 Hermione stepped forward and extended her hand to Griphook and said, “Pleased to meet you, Griphook. It's a pleasure.” 





 Griphook clasped her hand with a look of surprise and said, “Like wise. Please follow me to the conference room and we can get down to business.” 





 After settling in the conference room Griphook pulled out a large folder and began going over the items that were left to Harry by Sirius and Dumbledore. Sirius had left Harry everything from the Black estate and Dumbledore had given him some books and a few other magical items. 





 Noticing the look on Mr. Potter's face, Griphook asked, “Would you like to visit your vaults now Mr. Potter?” 





 Surprised, Harry asked, “Vaults? How many do I have now Griphook?” 





 “Three, Mr. Potter. Your trust vault, the Potter family vault, and the Black family vault. The items that Mr. Dumbledore left you have been placed into your trust vault.” Griphook stated simply while looking over the folder detailing Harry's accounts. 





 In a concerned voice, Harry said, “Do I need to have three vaults or can I just combine them all into one large one? What type of vault should I get if you think that I should combine everything?” 





 “I would recommend two high security vaults Mr. Potter; one vault for all of your money and a second one for all other assets.” Griphook spoke with authority. 





 Slightly overwhelmed, Harry said, “Okay, please make those changes but could we go down to my vaults today? I would also like to set up a will before we finish today.” 





 “Very well Mr. Potter. I will get the paperwork for the will and we can complete it after you visit your vaults.” Griphook stood up from his chair and beckoned Harry and Hermione to follow him down to the carts that would take them down to his vaults. 





 Hermione touched Harry's arm and to get his attention, “Harry, I can wait here while you visit your vaults. I don't want to intrude.” 





 Stopping to look over at Hermione, Harry smiled at her before speaking in a very low whisper, “I don't want there to be any more secrets between us Hermione. Besides, I may need your help to sort through some of the items in the vaults.” Curious, he asked her, “Have you ever been down to a vault before?” 





 Hermione shook her head no and followed Harry over to the cart. 





 He helped her in and climbed in next to her. “You are going to love this Hermione.” Harry said with a huge smirk on his face. “We're ready, Griphook.” 





 The cart shot off at tremendous speed into the tunnels eliciting a gasp from Hermione and a whoop of laughter from Harry. After a long ride deeper underneath Gringotts than Harry had ever been before they pulled to a stop in front of the Black family vault. “Hermione how is it that you enjoyed that cart ride but you hate flying?” Harry asked her. 





 “I've always loved roller coasters since I was a little girl but flying is different. You aren't on the ground or inside of a cart. I feel safer inside of the cart than I do on the back of a broom.” Hermione said simply with one hand on her hip. 





 “Okay. Perhaps I should take you flying sometime on my Firebolt.” Harry paused when he saw the look on Hermione's face before he continued, “Oh, come on. I won't do any crazy Quidditch moves with you on my broom. I just want to show you that flying can be wonderfully relaxing.” 





 Upon seeing her look of complete disbelief, Harry chuckled and whispered conspiratorially, “Would you like to know another little secret of mine?” When Hermione nodded, he resumed speaking. “Quidditch isn't my favorite activity in the Wizarding world. It's flying and the freedom that comes with being up in the air. I think that the game itself is a little dangerous, great for an adrenaline rush, but not the safest sport out there.” Seeing her look of surprise, chuckling, he said, “Please don't repeat that near Ron though, he would have a fit if he ever knew that.” 





 Smiling back at Harry, Hermione said, “I won't say anything to anyone about that, Harry. Thanks for sharing that with me and I may take you up on that offer to fly. But you have to promise that you won't do anything dangerous with me on the broom.” 





 “Okay, I promise. I think we are ready to enter the vault now, Griphook.” Harry said as he turned to address the Goblin. 





 Griphook opened the door and Harry and Hermione just stood there with identical looks of shock on their faces while staring at the huge mounds of gold galleons. 





 After a few moments, Harry broke out into fits of laughter causing Hermione to look at him in confusion and with a touch of annoyance at his antics. 





 Seeing the look on Hermione's face, Harry did his best to compose himself before saying, “That's too funny. Dumbledore told me that Sirius left me a fair bit of gold when he died but this is beyond anything that I could have imagined.” 





 Turning to Griphook Harry asked, “How much gold is in here?” 





 “I don't have an exact number Mr. Potter but I would guess several million gold galleons plus however many sickles and knuts on top of that.” Griphook said with an air of boredom as he looked around the large vault. 





 Shocked, Harry asked, “How much is a million galleons in pounds?” 





 In a businesslike tone, Griphook stated, “One million galleons is approximately five million pounds, sterling, based upon the current exchange rate.” 





 Hermione had stayed silent during the entire exchange but now she had a thoughtful look on her face. Stepping over to Harry, she whispered into his ear, “I think that you should move some of this into a muggle bank in case you ever need to leave the Wizarding World.” 





 Nodding in agreement, Harry said, “That's a great idea Hermione.” 





 Turning to face Griphook, Harry said formally, “I would like to get a certified bank draft for two million galleons converted into muggle currency. Please take the money from this vault.” 





 With a smile on his face, he said to Hermione, “I think that Sirius would have loved the thought of me converting some of the Black family fortune into muggle currency.” 





 Hermione had stepped over to the side of the vault and was examining some of the items that were lining the shelves on the wall. As she was browsing through them, she noticed an ornate locket with a large `S' emblazoned in the center. Excited, she said, “Harry! Come here, quick!” 





 Walking over to where she was standing, Harry looked at the items on the shelf she was pointing to. His gaze froze when he saw the locket. 





 Frustrated, Harry quietly said, “All this time we have been looking for the locket and it was in here, just waiting for someone to retrieve it. Good job, Hermione. That's going to save us a lot of searching. I was afraid that Mundungus had stolen and pawned it already.” 





 “We should get moving so we can see the other vaults. We can come back and take a more thorough inventory later.” Hermione said as she took Harry's hand and began leading him over to the cart. 





 Once they were seated, Griphook started the cart for a short ride to the main Potter Family Vault. The Potter Vault was about the same size as the Black Family Vault but it contained less gold and more items and heirlooms. 





 “Wow. I never knew that my parents were that well off.” Harry commented as he was staring around the vault. Stepping completely inside, Harry began to walk through the aisles of heirlooms and books. “Grab any books or items that you think could help us Hermione.” Harry called over his shoulder to her as he continued down the rows. 





 At the end of one of the rows, Harry spotted something that brought a smile to his face and a few tears to his eyes. It was his parent's wedding rings and a photo album from their wedding. The album was a bit damaged, Harry suspected that it was from the destruction of Godric's Hollow, but it didn't really matter to him. He was just happy to have the photographs. 





 Reverently, he put his parent's rings onto a gold chain that was on one of the other shelves and put it around his neck, feeling happier than he had in a while. 





 Hermione had finally made her way over to Harry and she was beaming at him. Happily, she said, “I have something that I think you are going to really like. I found your parent's wands, and some from your other relatives, in a case at the other side of the vault.” Smiling, she handed him their wands. 





 Smiling in return, he said, “Thanks. I always wondered what happened to their wands.” Reverently, Harry pulled his father's wand out of its box. He did not get that warm feeling like he did from his own wand but he knew that this wand would work for him in a pinch. His mum's wand wasn't perfect either, but he knew that it would work for him too. 





 It was Hermione's response to his mother's wand that surprised him. She was completely compatible with the wand. Harry smiled at Hermione and said, “It looks like you have a second wand now.” 





 He noticed that Hermione was going to give the wand back but he wrapped his hands around her hand that was holding the wand as he spoke, “The wand chooses the witch or wizard. I'm honored that you are compatible with my mother's wand and I know that you will use it well.” 





 Hermione was smiling with tears in her eyes because she knew how precious Harry considered anything that belonged to his parents. Choked with emotion, she said, “Thank you. I know how much this wand means to you and I'll cherish it forever.” 





 Turning towards the vault door, Harry said, “Come on, we need to see what Dumbledore put into storage for Petunia all of those years ago.” 





 Just as Harry was turning to leave the vault, he noticed a tapestry hanging on the wall. It looked very similar to the one hanging in number twelve Grimmauld Place. Walking over to the tapestry, Harry realized that it was his family tree. Awed, he asked, “Is it safe to shrink this and take it with us?” 





 Thinking it over briefly, she said, “I think so. Otherwise, how would your parents have managed to get it down here in the first place?” Hermione was looking over the names on the tapestry when she noticed that the Potter name changed to Peverell hundreds of years ago. 





 Curious, she asked, “Have you ever heard of the Peverell's, Harry?” When he shook his head, no, she continued, “I think that we are going to have to research them a bit more so you can find out about your family history.” 





 Wistfully, Harry said, “I'd like that. I've never known anything about my relatives and this tapestry would be a good starting point. Why don't we just copy the names and dates down rather than take the tapestry with us? I don't have a place that I would like to hang the tapestry yet.” 





 Hermione pulled out a notebook and a pen and began copying down the names and dates. Noticing that Harry was watching her while she copied everything down, she asked, “What?” 





 “You're using a pen and notebook rather than parchment.” Harry said, pointing out the obvious. 





 Surprised, she answered, “Of course I am. Do you know how hard it is to write with a quill while holding a notebook upright? The Wizarding world is very backwards when it comes to a great deal of things. Parchment and quills went out of style over a hundred years ago for muggles. Pens work much better and you don't have to keep re-inking them every few lines as if you would with a quill. If I could have used them at Hogwarts during classes, I would have done so.” Hermione finished her monologue, climbing down from her proverbial soapbox. 





 “Oh, I agree. I hate quills and parchment too.” Harry said with a tone of amusement in his voice. 





 When Hermione was finished copying down the contents of the tapestry, they headed up to inspect the items that Dumbledore left for him. Once inside the vault, they found a box containing the Sword of Gryffindor, a few memories in glass vials, a children's book, and Dumbledore's pensive. 





 Carefully packing the items into a bag, Harry and Hermione made their way to the last vault containing the items Petunia had put into storage all those years ago. Inside the last vault, Harry found his parents school trunks, a few books, and some photos of them while they were in school. He pocketed their photos and a journal that he found in his mother's trunk before exiting the vault to return to the surface. 





 Once they were all seated in the conference room, Griphook produced the paperwork to make out a will and gave it to Harry. 





 He quickly filled out the paperwork and made Hermione his primary beneficiary and the Weasley family the minor beneficiaries should anything happen to him. Harry planned to tell Hermione what he had done once they were away from the bank so she would not try to force him to change his will. 





 Picking up the bank draft for ten million pounds sterling, Harry turned to Hermione and said, “Let's get to a bank in London so we can deposit this. What bank do your parents use?” 





 “I think that they use a couple of different banks actually. Barclay's is one of them and I think that the Royal Bank of Scotland is the other.” Hermione answered. “I think that I remember a branch of Barclay's being nearby and I know that the Royal Bank of Scotland has a couple of branches in London too.” 





 Motioning towards the door, Harry said, “Let's head over to Barclay's then. However, I think that we should go to one that isn't near Diagon Alley. I don't want to be seen going into a muggle bank by anyone from the Wizarding world and I think that we should keep this secret. What about one of the branches near your parent's house?” Harry asked her. 





 “That's a brilliant idea Harry.” Hermione said excitedly. “I'll apparate us over to my parent's house and they can drive us to the bank. That way no one will think it out of the ordinary. When we are done we can have dinner with my parent's before getting you back to the Dursley's house.” 





 Nodding in agreement, Harry held the door for her and they headed off towards the exit together. 
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 Chapter 5: Meet the Grangers. 













 With a small pop, Harry and Hermione arrived in the back yard of her parent's house. Walking up to, the back door Hermione pulled out her key to let them in. 





 Harry paused at the entrance to the door and closed his eyes briefly as if gathering himself for something. 





 Realizing that Harry had stopped following her, Hermione turned to see Harry standing in the door with his eyes closed. Tentatively she called out to him, “Harry, are you okay?” 





 After a few seconds, Harry's eyes snapped open and he spoke in a barely controlled voice “Why aren't there any wards on your house?” 





 “What!” Hermione shouted. “Dumbledore said that he had wards placed on the house last year to protect my parents.” Hermione was somewhere between panic and anger, she had trusted in Dumbledore to protect her family and he had obviously failed to do as he had promised. “Do wards fall when the caster dies?” she asked, grasping at straws. 





 “No.” was the only word that Harry muttered in a resigned voice as he stepped into the kitchen and closed the back door. “We need to get your parents out of here and then come back and ward this house properly. I know that there are some books on warding at number 12.” After a brief pause Harry called out, “Kreacher.” 





 There was a small pop and the old Black Family elf appeared in front of Harry. “Master called and Kreacher has obeyed.” Muttered the elf in a low tone of voice. 





 Harry bit back his anger at the old elf, realizing that he had been a victim of his environment, more so than he was himself. “Please bring me the warding book from the library and put this back on the shelf in the drawing room.” Harry told Kreacher as he drew out RAB's fake Horcrux. 





 Kreacher's eyes bulged out when he saw the locket and he exclaimed “Mistresses missing locket! Master Regulus took the locket and hid it years ago.” wailed Kreacher. 





 Taken aback by what Kreacher had just revealed, Harry looked over at Hermione and knew that she had realized who RAB was as well. Turning back to the excited elf Harry knelt down and spoke softly, “Kreacher, I found this locket in a cave full of Inferi.” The look of pure terror on the tiny elf's face was all the confirmation that Harry needed. Kreacher knew where the locket had been located. He opened the locket and removed the not from Regulus and closed the clasp. “Kreacher, I want you to have this, I know that it means a lot to you.” 





 “Master is giving Kreacher Mistress Black's necklace?” 





 “Yes.” And with that, Harry extended his hand with the locket resting on his palm. “It's a gift for your loyal years of service to the family.” 





 Kreacher's entire demeanor changed instantly. He stood up to his full height and accepted the necklace with a look of reverence on his face. Still looking at the locket in awe Kreacher spoke in a soft voice that Harry had to strain to hear. “Master has given Kreacher a most precious gift.” With a small pop Kreacher disappeared leaving Harry and Hermione staring at the spot that he had just vacated. 





 “That went…well I think.” said Harry pensively. 





 “You did a good thing for Kreacher Harry. I don't think that he has ever really been shown any kindness or been given a gift before.” Hermione said thoughtfully. 





 A small pop announced Kreacher's return. He looked completely different. The filthy loincloth had been replaced by a clean tea towel toga complete with the Black family crest on the left shoulder. “Here is the book that Master has requested.” 





 Taking the book Harry thanked the elf. Just as he was about to dismiss him Harry had another thought. “Kreacher, is there a way to secure the house so only people that I grant access to will be allowed to enter?” 





 The predatory look on Kreacher's face was a bit alarming to Harry and Hermione. “Yes Master. There is a way to keep the house secure.” 





 “Good. Please lock the house down for now. I don't want anyone but you, me, and Hermione to be able to get in this house right now. Make sure that whatever you do will not kill anyone, stunning is fine though. Has anyone removed anything from the house recently?” Harry asked. 





 Kreacher's ears drooped and he shuffled his feet before answering. “Nasty thief took the sliver from the dining room as well as some items from the drawing room.” 





 Harry knew that it was Mundungus that the elf was referring to, and he was seeing red. “Kreacher, I want you to fetch Mundungus Fletcher and lock him in a secure room in the basement. Make sure he can't escape and then come find me when I'm alone or with Hermione.” 





 With a gleam in his eyes, Kreacher bowed and vanished to complete his task. 





 “You know, I'm not sure I would want to be Mundungus right about now.” Harry said thoughtfully. 





 “Right, let me get my parents and then we can go to the bank.” 





 Taking a seat on the couch in the living room Harry took in his surroundings. There were numerous photos of Hermione and her parents scattered throughout the room. He could almost feel the love in the house and it made him feel the loss of his parent's and Sirius all over again. The Granger's house felt warm and inviting, unlike the overbearing presence that he felt at the Burrow. 





 Harry was still lost in his thoughts when Hermione returned with her parents in tow. “Mom, Dad. This is Harry Potter.” 





 “I'm pleased to meet you. You have a lovely home.” Harry said as he shook each of their hands. 





 “Thank you. It is good to finally meet you Harry. I'm Annabelle and this is John. Hermione mentioned that you needed our help with something?” 





 “Yes, ma'am. I need to open an account at a local bank and we need to set up some protection for your house.” 





 “Protection?” Mr. Granger looked taken aback for a moment before turning to Hermione. “Didn't your headmaster, Dumbledore, do something about that last year?” 





 “Actually, he didn't.” said Harry in a clipped tone. He then explained to Hermione's parents about not feeling any wards around the house when he entered. “Dumbledore either delegated the job to someone else and that person forgot or he purposely didn't place them. My best guess is that he felt that his efforts were better spent elsewhere so he just didn't put them up. This is all just speculation of course but based upon his prior actions it all fits. However, he's dead and now the job has fallen to Hermione and me to secure your house.” 





 The Grangers were more than a little shocked and it shown in their facial expressions. “Who are you going to get to secure our house?” asked Mrs. Granger. 





 “Hermione is going to put up some wards tonight and then after my birthday I will come by and place a few more, with your permission of course.” 





 “Harry got a book from his home on warding the property. I can cast most of the spells but a few of the wards needs someone with more power to cast them properly. That's why Harry will have to perform certain spells.” Hermione told her parents. 





 “After all of the wards are set I would also like to put the home under the Fidelius charm with Hermione as the secret keeper. You will have to get your post forwarded to a different address or a post office box.” Harry's gaze drifted over to Hermione and she gave him a small nod of approval. Looking back at her parents Harry continued; “It would be best if you could close your practice and leave the country. If you can't do that, at least consider a new location and career. You are both very important to Hermione and this war will come to your front door eventually.” 





 “Mum. Dad. Please pack a bag for tonight so we can secure the house before you return home.” 





 Hermione's parents were standing there; too shocked to respond. Being told that you would eventually be a target in your own home is not something that is easy to comprehend. Stepping up to her parents, Hermione threw her arms around her mother and quietly spoke; “Please do this for me. I want you both to be safe. I don't think that I could bear it if either of you were killed to get to me.” Hermione had tears in her eyes when she finished speaking. Looking up at her father, she held his gaze for a few moments before he nodded in understanding. 





 “Come on Annabelle; let's go pack a bag for the next few days.” John had his arm around his wife's shoulders as he led her towards their bedroom. 





 Harry watched silently as Hermione's parents went to pack. Shifting his attention to Hermione, he noticed that she was hugging herself while standing in the middle of the room. Without a word, he strode over to her, took her in his arms, and whispered into her ear; “It's okay Hermione. We will do everything that we can to protect your parents.” 





 Sniffing slightly Hermione answered; “I know. I am just worried about what will happen in the future. I'm going to get started on those wards before they get back. May I see your warding book please?” 





 By the time that her parents had come back downstairs, she had finished putting up a few minor safety wards and a monitoring charm and keyed everyone into them. “Are you ready to go mum?” 





 “Yes, we packed enough for the week in case it takes you longer than you originally thought to secure the house. We can talk about our options at the hotel later. Where would you like to go first Harry?” 





 “To the bank, please. I don't know how long it will take to open a new account. After that, perhaps a late lunch, and then we head back to the hotel.” 





 The ride to the bank was a comfortable one for Harry. He was positive that his Uncle Vernon would be extremely jealous of the brand new 5-series BMW that he was currently riding in. Upon arriving at the bank, Harry assumed that it worked the same way as Gringotts did so he got in line to see a teller. 





 “I would like to open a new account.” Harry told the teller once it was his turn. 





 The teller looked up at the poorly dressed teen in front of her and silently started getting the necessary paperwork together. She passed the papers to Harry and asked him to fill them out. It took Harry a few minutes to convince Hermione to allow him to put her on the access list for the account. She finally relented when Harry pointed out that she was the only person that he would trust with his money and that she could blend in perfectly because of her upbringing. “I mean, honestly, could you see Ron trying to access a muggle bank account?” 





 Harry gave the paperwork back to the teller and she asked him “How much would you like to deposit into your new account?” Harry slid the certified bank draft from Gringotts to the teller as he smiled at her. The teller picked up the check and stared at it in shock. She looked up at Harry with a gob smacked expression on her face. “Umm…I need to get a bank manager to help you out. Accounts of this size are handled by a different department. 





 The teller came back a few moments later with a thin, middle-aged, man in a pin stripped suit that reminded Harry of Barty Crouch, Sr. but with a friendlier personality. “I'm Mr. Thompson, one of the managers. Please follow me Mr. Potter, Ms. Granger.” 





 Out in the lobby Hermione's parents were surprised that the bank manager was handling Harry's account. “How large of a deposit was Harry making John?” 





 “I'm not sure but I do know that the manager's only handle accounts over a million pounds. Hermione mentioned an inheritance so I guess that it was rather large.” 





 Back in the office, Mr. Thompson was going over Harry's account, and how to invest. “How much available cash would you like to have versus what you have invested Mr. Potter?” 





 I think that one million in cash and the rest invested in such a way that I could get easy access to it if I needed it right away.” Harry said after a brief consultation with Hermione. 





 “Would it be possible to also get credit and ATM cards Mr. Thompson?” Hermione asked him. 





 “Of course you can. I'll have them ready for you in a few minutes.” Mr. Thompson said and then he relayed the request to his assistant. 





 As they were wrapping everything up Mr. Thompson gave Harry a folder with his account information and some additional investment options if he wanted to make any changes to his account. 





 They were met in the lobby by Mr. Thompson's assistant where she handed over their new credit and ATM cards. “It's been a pleasure doing business with you Mr. Potter. Please give me a call if you have any questions about your account.” Mr. Thompson said as he shook both of their hands. 





 “Thank you.” Chorused Harry & Hermione and they made their way over to where her parents were seated in the lobby. 





 Hermione's parents stood up to meet them and Mrs. Granger asked, “All set?” After receiving a confirming nod from both teens, she continued. “Let's head out for lunch then.” 





 “That would be great. I've never eaten out in a restaurant outside of Diagon Alley or Hogsmeade before.” 





 Hermione and her parents all paused at Harry's unintentional confession about his home life before Mrs. Granger spoke again. “Well, that settles that then. I know just the place to eat providing that you like Italian food.” 





 “I do. Am I going to be dressed okay?” Harry asked, obviously a bit uncomfortable about going to a restaurant dressed in the clothes that he was wearing. 





 Taking in his attire the Grangers realized that Harry's clothes were all too big on him and they looked quite worn. Mrs. Granger looked over at her daughter and realized that this was a sore subject for her daughter. She chose her words carefully before speaking. “Actually, Harry you are both underdressed. Why don't we stop by the mall and pick up a new outfit for each of you?” 





 Harry hesitated for a moment before he saw the hopeful look on Hermione's face. “Thank you. That would be great.” 





 Hermione beamed at Harry and her mother as she looped her arms around her arms through theirs and dragging them back to the car. 





 Two hours, and a complete wardrobe for Harry, later they arrived at Franco's Italian Restaurant. “I'm famished. Who would have thought that shopping for clothes would work up such an appetite?” Harry said once they were seated at a private table in the corner of the restaurant. 





 John Granger smiled at Harry's enthusiasm. “That was a very short shopping trip that you just experienced Harry. It can take hours when the girls hit their stride.” 





 “Really?” Harry asked. When he looked at everyone, he realized that Hermione and her mother were a bit pink with embarrassment and a touch of playful annoyance while Mr. Granger was nodding yes in answer to his question. 





 After pondering that revelation for a moment Harry said; “I had fun and it really wasn't that bad.” 





 Both female Grangers beamed at him while Mr. Granger looked alarmed. John leaned over to Harry and stage whispered “You aren't supposed to admit that Harry.” 





 Hermione and her mother broke out into giggles and she said to Harry “We can do more shopping this week if you want Harry.” 





 “That would be great!” Harry said earnestly. 





 John coughed “Traitor.” Under his breath while looking at Harry and that sent the rest of the table into fits of laughter. 





 When it came time to pay the bill Harry asked if he could pick up the check. 





 “Nonsense, Harry. You are helping to keep us safe and that means more to us than you will ever know. Mrs. Granger told Harry while taking his hands in hers. 





 “Thank you both. It was a wonderful meal and I really enjoyed myself.” 





 A couple of hours later Harry and Hermione were sitting at her parents dining room table discussing the wards that she had just erected and the days events. 





 “I think that we should come add an Unplottable ward and perhaps a blood ward or two before you add the Fidelius charm. That way the ministry wouldn't be able to detect the use of magic in the house.” 





 “Okay, that's settled then. I'll add those on my birthday and then we can pick up Ron and try to figure out where we are going to start our search for the remaining Horcruxes.” 
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 Chapter 6: The ties that bind. 





 Hermione and Harry retreated to the drawing room of Grimmauld Place and they were each nursing a beer and relaxing after their long day. She was surprised that Harry had reverted to his natural form but chose not to comment on the development. If she were being truthful with herself, she was very pleased that Harry was comfortable enough around her to not hide behind one of his many masks. 





 Breaking the comfortable silence with her lilting voice, she said, “Harry, I think that you should leave the Dursley's before your seventeenth birthday.” When he didn't respond, she took that as a clue to continue with her train of thought, “The Death Eaters know where you live during the summer and they will probably be waiting for you the moment that your mother's protection ends.” 





 Harry nodded his head in acceptance of her theory and replied, “I have been thinking something along the same lines. I should probably move in here permanently and we can redo some of the wards once I'm seventeen.” Seeing the look of concern on her face, he quickly added, “You and your parents are welcome to stay here if you don't feel like your house is safe enough after we put the rest of the wards up.” 





 “Thank you.” Hermione said as she beamed at him for his offer. She looked around the drawing room, lost in thoughts of what they needed to do in order to get ready for the daunting task that was in front of them. After a few moments, she said softly, “I've been thinking about what we need to gather for the Horcrux hunt.” 





 Torn from his thoughts at the mention of the Horcrux hunt, Harry looked into Hermione's bright cinnamon colored eyes and said in a gravelly voice, “So have I. We need a sure fire way to destroy the Horcuxes without activating their protections. The best thing that I can think of is a Basilisk fang and that means that we have to sneak into the Chamber of Secrets.” 





 “Do you want to do that tomorrow and then head over to The Burrow?” Seeing the brief flicker of emotion in his eyes, she hastily said, “I know that you don't want to hurt Ginny's feelings, but it will be better in the long run if you get it over and done with sooner rather than later.” Hermione reached out and clasped Harry's hand in hers and said softly, “I'll be there with you the whole time.” 





 Harry gave her a small smile and said, “Thanks. I'd like that.” Looking down at his watch, he realized that it was getting quite late and Hermione must be exhausted, he stood up and held a hand out for Hermione and said, “You must be tired after all of that casting, why don't we turn in for the evening?” 





 She accepted his help up and they headed upstairs together. When they reached the second floor Harry turned towards the room that he normally shared with Ron during the summers and she silently followed him into the room. 





 Surprised that she had entered the room with him, Harry said in confusion, “Um, what are you doing?” 





 Hermione looked at Harry and said simply, “I'm going to sleep and I don't like the idea of sleeping alone in this house.” 





 “Oh. Well, which bed would you like?” Harry asked while he rubbed the back of his neck, slightly nervous for some reason. 





 To his surprise, she chose the bed that he usually slept in when they were in residence. He looked at her sheepish expression and the light pink blush on her cheeks and gave her a smile and with a wave of his hand towards Ron's bed, he said, “Don't worry, I don't blame you for not wanting to sleep in this orange covered bed either. Ron's taste in colors and Quidditch teams is absolutely horrible.” 





 Hermione covered her mouth with her hand to help muffle her giggle. She ducked her head slightly to help hide her blush. Softly, she said, “Thanks. I don't like the color orange that much either.” What she wasn't telling him was the other reason she chose his bed. 





 During their sixth year Professor Slughorn had a cauldron of Amortentia brewing in class she identified the third smell in the cauldron as something that reminded her solely of Harry. It was why she blushed and refused to mention what smells she associated with the potion during class. In fact, she had never told another soul about her love for Harry. 





 Realizing that Hermione was lost in her own thoughts, Harry quietly excused himself and headed towards the bathroom to get ready for bed. When he returned to their room, he found the room empty but the bed covers on his bed were no longer orange. They had been changed to the familiar colors of Gryffindor. Smiling at Hermione's thoughtfulness, he removed his shirt and climbed into bed. 





 Hermione was just returning to their room and was greeted to the sight of a shirtless Harry Potter climbing into bed. She watched him climb into bed before making her way completely into the room. 





 Harry heard Hermione come into the room and was just about to say goodnight when his mind caught up with what his eyes were seeing. Hermione was wearing a burgundy, knee length, sleeveless nightgown with spaghetti straps. It accentuated her figure in ways that made him extremely thankful that he was already under the covers. 





 Hermione saw the look on Harry's face and gave him a radiant smile that made her even more beautiful. Climbing into her own bed, she purred, “Goodnight, Harry. Sleep well.” With a wave of her wand, she turned out the lights and lay down. 





 “Goodnight, Hermione.” Harry managed to say without his voice breaking. She had her hair down and when she turned around to climb into bed and he could see her bare back. He was pretty sure that it was the same back as the woman in his dreams. Shaking his head in the darkness, he couldn't believe that he had never put the pieces together before. 





 She had been right in front of him for years and it had taken a set of dreams to make him realize it. Not knowing what to do about this revelation at the moment, Harry decided to try and get some sleep and perhaps deal with it in the morning. 





 Hermione was lying in Harry's bed with a huge smile on her face as she thought about the look on his face when he saw her. As she drifted off to sleep, her dreams were filled with images of her best friend dancing in her head. 





 The sun's rays were shining in through the window onto the face of a sleeping Harry Potter. The unusual thing was that his face was relaxed; the stress lines that were usually present had been replaced by a small smile that was almost angelic. 





 Hermione awoke at first light and had spent the past thirty minutes Harry watching. She usually indulged in this practice during the school year. It was the first time that she had ever watched him sleeping outside of the Hogwart's Hospital Wing and it brought a small smile to her face. 





 Deciding that she should get ready for the day, she silently slipped out of bed and grabbed a fresh set of clothes and softly padded to the bathroom. As she passed by Harry, she stopped momentarily and slowly reached out and ran her fingers gently through his fringe. After she brushed his hair out of his eyes, she lovingly cupped his cheek before heading off to take a shower. 





 Harry was in that peaceful state somewhere in between sleep and wakefulness. He had been having `The Dream' again but this time it wasn't preceded by his usual nightmares. As the beautiful woman began singing softly to the baby in her arms, Harry was pulled from his dream by that very same voice coming from the bathroom. 





 Sitting up in bed slowly, he let Hermione's lilting singing wash over him. This was all the confirmation that he needed to verify that it was Hermione in his dreams. Harry was so wrapped up in her singing that he didn't realize that he had unconsciously closed his eyes and was slightly swaying with a smile on his face. 





 Hermione stepped back into their room fully dressed and singing softly as she toweled her hair dry. She was so lost in her own little world that she forgot that Harry was still in the room. When she realized that harry was there she almost let out a yelp of surprise before she got a good look at him. 





 He was sitting there with his eyes closed with a hint of a smile playing at the edges of his lips. His voice was so soft that Hermione almost missed it when he said, “So beautiful.” 





 Her reply stuck in her throat when Harry opened his eyes. His bright emerald pools were glistening with tears but he had the largest smile that she had seen on his face since their first year at Hogwarts. 





 Warmly, he said, “You sing beautifully.” 





 “You could hear me?” Hermione squeaked in embarrassment as the blush crept down her neck. When he nodded, she groaned, hung her head, and mumbled, “I'm sorry, I know it must have been horrible. You don't have to lie to me and tell me that you liked it.” 





 Surprised at her uncharacteristic outburst, Harry quickly stood up and enveloped her in a hug while whispering in her ear, “I wasn't lying. You have an amazing voice.” 





 Stunned by his admission, Hermione pulled back from the embrace and looked into his eyes. Seeing nothing but love and acceptance, she simply said, “Thanks.” When she realized how nervous Harry was, she frowned slightly and asked him, “What's the matter?” 





 Harry was nervously twisting the hem of his shirt in his hands as he struggled with how he was going to tell her about his dreams. Seeing the look of concern on her face, he quickly said, “I have something that I want you to see.” He grasped her hand and led her to the library where the Black Family Pensieve was kept. 





 He opened the cabinet, removed the Pensieve and set it on the coffee table in front of Hermione. He put the tip of his wand to his temple and began withdrawing every memory he possessed of the dreams about her and the baby. When he was finished, he looked into her questioning eyes and said softly, “I want you to take a look at these memories and I'll answer any questions that you may have when you are finished.” 





 Curious, and a touch concerned, Hermione stood up and approached the Pensieve. Taking a deep breath to fortify her courage, she plunged her face into the swirling mass of silver memories. It took her a few seconds to get her bearings before she realized that she was seeing Harry's dreams. 





 The first couple of memories stirred the feeling that she should know the woman in the dream. When she reached the memory of Harry listening to the woman sing to the baby, it all clicked in her head and she started to hyperventilate slightly. 





 Tears of joy began streaming down her face as she saw the look on his face as he approached her and placed a hand on her shoulder and she leaned into his touch in the memory of his dream. When the last memory played out, she was ejected from the Pensieve and immediately launched herself into Harry's arms with tears still streaming down her face. 





 “Oh, Harry.” She whispered as she clung to him. When she felt him relax and return her embrace, Hermione leaned back just enough to see his face. He looked nervous and scared at the same time and she did the only thing that she could think of to relieve his fears. She leaned in and kissed him full on the lips, pouring all of her love for him into the embrace. 





 They separated thirty seconds later both of them slightly blushing before Harry leaned down and pressed his forehead to hers while maintaining eyes contact with Hermione. Seeing nothing but love within her cinnamon colored eyes, Harry smiled and leaned down and kissed her tenderly. 





 Pleased with Harry's reaction to her kiss, Hermione was a little surprised when he returned the favor a little while later. Loosing herself in the moment, she pressed her body firmly into his and deepened the kiss. 





 Neither teen was aware of the passage of time because they were so wrapped up in each other that nothing else mattered. For those wonderful moments there was no more prophecy, Voldemort, or the Wizarding World. It was just two people realizing that they were in love and had been for years but neither of them had been brave enough to take that final step and start a relationship. 





 Now that both of their feelings for each other were in the open, things were going to change. For the first time that Harry or Hermione could ever remember, they both felt complete and comfortable with their places in life. 





 For Harry, this feeling was why he would fight. He wanted that dream to become reality more than anything and he would do everything in his considerable power to make it come true. Just thinking about Hermione and starting a family filled him with a feeling that took a moment for him to define. Realizing what it was that he was feeling, Harry reluctantly broke the kiss and looked into Hermione's bright eyes and said warmly, “I love you, Hermione. I have for years but I was too scared to say anything in case it would ruin our friendship.” 





 Elated, and a little nervous, Hermione asked softly, “What changed?” 





 Harry reached up with one of his hands and brushed a lock of hair away from her cheek as he continued to hold her gaze. In a soft voice full of longing, he said, “I realized that I want a family more than anything and that I want to share that with you.” 





 Tears streaming down her face, Hermione smiled at him and said, “I love you too, Harry. I have since our first year but never said anything for pretty much the same reasons.” 





 The couple embraced again, each of them relishing the feeling of love and how right the hug felt. Hermione discovered that she fit perfectly in Harry's arms when he was in his natural form. Her chin settled into the crook of his neck and she decided to take advantage of the face by placing a few light kisses down his neck. 





 Harry was concentrating on his feelings for Hermione when he felt her begin to kiss his neck. A soft growl escaped his lips and he practically hissed, “Hermione.“ in pleasure as she continued to trail kisses down his neck and collarbone. 





 Suddenly, he felt a shiver run down his spine that had nothing to do with Hermione's ministrations. Someone was trying to enter the house and the wards were denying entrance. He disentangled himself from Hermione and put a finger to his mouth indicating silence as he quickly reverted back into his public persona. 





 Hermione realized that something was wrong when Harry morphed back into the small form that everyone was used to seeing. When he indicated that she should remain quiet, she drew her wand and followed him towards the disturbance. 





 They reached the kitchen and the source of the disturbance was immediately recognizable. Stuck in the fireplace was the head of Mundungus Fletcher. “Stun him.” Harry said immediately and a moment later, the telltale red of a stunner impacted upon Fletcher's head. 





 Reaching down, Harry yanked Fletcher through the fireplace and into the kitchen. He reset the ward on the fireplace and then hefted Mundungus into a chair where Hermione used a spell to tie him up securely. 





 Harry was ghosting his hands across Fletcher's body looking for magical objects. He began removing everything that he found and placing it on the table next to Hermione. He had already removed quite a few items that he recognized as coming from the shelves lining the drawing room. With a feeling of triumph, he practically shouted, “Aha!” Very carefully, he removed the dark object from a hidden pocket in the side of Fletcher's robes. 





 “What is it?” Hermione asked while looking at the seemingly innocent brooch. 





 Grimly, Harry said, “Oh yes. I'm looking forward to destroying this thing.” Turning the dark object over in his hands, “This is a Horcrux. The problem is that it doesn't belong to Voldemort. The magic feels different.” 





 Hermione was stunned that someone else had made a Horcrux. The shock of the discovery made her realize that Voldemort had to gain the knowledge of how to make them somewhere so it was only logical that they could possibly find a Horcrux that belonged to someone else during their search. The fact that there were two of them in the possession of the Black's made her realize just how much the family had lived up to their last name. 





 Harry looked up at Hermione while she was lost deep in thought. Making a decision, he stepped back from Fletcher's unconscious body and called out, “Kreacher.” 





 There was a pop of displaced air as Kreacher materialized in the room. Bowing to Harry, he croaked, “Master called and Kreacher has answered. What can Kreacher do for master?” 





 “Hello, Kreacher. Would you please fetch me some Veritaserum?” Harry asked kindly. 





 “Yes, Master Harry.” Kreacher croaked before popping away to complete his order. 





 Turning to face Mundungus, Harry withdrew Dumbledore's old wand and vanished his clothes. Making sure that there was nothing else magical on the thief, Harry conjured a blanket to cover him with before waking him up. 





 Comprehension dawned on Mundungus' face when he saw Harry Potter looking at him with loathing. Looking around franticly, he noticed that the only other person present was the Granger girl. Eyes wide with fear, he stammered, “P…P…Potter! What are you doing here?” 





 Retrieving the vial of Veritaserum from Kreacher, Harry said, “Thank you, Kreacher.” Stepping over to the restrained thief, he yanked back his unkempt hair and poured three drops of the potion down his throat. Once he was sure that it had taken effect, he asked, “Who do you work for?” 





 Eyes glazed over, Fletcher slurred in a monotone, “I work for myself.” 





 Turning back to Hermione, Harry said, “Do you have any questions for him?” 





 Hermione's eyes bore into Mundungus as she formulated her questions. “How long have you been stealing things from this house?” she asked as she sat down on a chair across from him. 





 “Since Sirius opened the house up to the Order.” Fletcher answered immediately. 





 Harry growled deep in his throat in anger at the thief. He couldn't understand why Dumbledore trusted this man so he asked him and was quite surprised by his answer. 





 “I helped Dumbledore retrieve something with no questions asked.” Mundungus said in the now familiar monotone of the potion induced haze. 





 Curious, Hermione asked him, “What was it?” 





 “I never asked. I just stole it and gave it to Professor Dumbledore.” Fletcher replied as the sweat began to trickle down his forehead from the potion's effects. 





 “Unbelievable.” Harry muttered as he began pacing the room. Coming to a decision, he whipped out his wand, pointed it at Mundungus, and intoned, “Obliviate! You were unable to enter headquarters and didn't see anyone through the floo.” His instructions complete, Harry stunned the petty thief. 





 Facing his house-elf, Harry said, “Please drop him off at his flat and then return here. We don't need him anymore.” 





 Kreacher bowed once and grabbed the unconscious man and disappeared with a pop, leaving the two teens alone in the house. 





 Harry stood up and led her out of the kitchen. Once they were outside of the room, he silenced the doors so no one would be able to hear anything if they tried to enter the house or make a floo call. 





 Once they were back in the drawing room, Hermione immediately asked, “How come you didn't get an owl for using magic in the kitchen?” 





 Chuckling at her question, Harry smiled and said, “Magic use can't be detected in this house, or most Pureblood homes, due to the wards. Remember what I told you in the bank?” 





 “Oh.” Hermione said before her face starting turning red with indignation and embarrassment before she blurted, “You mean we could have been practicing and cleaning this house with magic the last time that we were here?” 





 Nodding, Harry solemnly said, “Yup. The real question is why didn't they tell us that?” 





 Hermione flopped down on the couch and stared into the fire burning merrily in the unconnected fireplace. After a few moments silence, she said, “I don't understand why they wouldn't let us use magic.” 





 Harry sat down next to her and draped an arm around her shoulders in comfort. A couple of seconds later, he calmly said, “It's about control and dependency. If we can't use magic except at school until we are seventeen that makes us dependent upon the adults or anyone else in a position of power.” 





 “But that's…” Hermione spluttered, completely at a loss for words as one of her beliefs in authority figures and adults were shattered. 





 Understanding her plight all too well, Harry kissed the side of her head and whispered into her ear, “I'm sorry that I had to be the one to break that to you. Unfortunately, I learned that lesson as a very small child.” 





 Hermione shifted in her seat so she could look at Harry properly, concern and curiosity warring on her features. 





 Before she could ask, Harry whispered in a voice full of emotion, “I stopped truly trusting adults long before I came to Hogwarts.” Dreading the question that he knew she was about to ask, Harry decided to preemptively answered her. His voice had gotten even softer as he spoke of his childhood for the first time, “My teachers never seemed to wonder why I was dressed in rags when my cousin, who was in the same class, always had nice clothes. They also never said anything about my much more meager lunches when compared to Dudley.” 





 “Oh, Harry. How come you never mentioned this to anyone before?” Hermione asked in a tremulous voice as she pulled him into a hug. 





 His answer was so soft that Hermione almost missed it when he said, “Dumbledore knew and I think he did something to prevent people from asking too many questions about me or my situation.” Harry's next statement brought tears to Hermione's eyes, “Did you know that my first Hogwarts letter was addressed to my cupboard under the stairs?” 





 Stunned, Hermione had no words to offer Harry, she could only give her support. So she did the only thing that she could think of, she pulled him down into her arms and buried his head into her shoulder and began gently rubbing his back. 





 Harry had no recollection of ever being held like this before and the loving gesture of support cracked the dam of his resolve and his tears began to soak into Hermione's jumper. 





 His quiet sobs were barely audible above the crackling of the fire and Hermione wondered what the Dursley's had done to him to make him so afraid of crying. Deciding to leave that issue for later, she settled for continuing to offer her love and support. She kissed the side of his head and whispered, “It's going to be okay. I love you.” 





 A muffled, “I love you too.” was Harry's only response as he clung to Hermione with a desperate strength. 





 For the rest of the morning they sat entwined on the couch in the drawing room as Harry finally opened up and told her everything about his childhood. By the time he was finished with his story, both of them were exhausted. 





 Kreacher would discover them later that afternoon sleeping together on the couch in each other's embrace. He covered them with a blanket and silently left the room to begin preparing a light dinner for them. 
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Chapter 7:

The Darkest Night.

















 The sun had just dipped below the horizon, casting the Burrow into shadow as the fading remnants of daylight disappeared. Bats were swooping and diving through the clearing chasing insects in an intricate dance of life and death while the Weasleys were cleaning up the dishes from dessert. 





 Molly Weasley could be seen clearly through the open window in the kitchen as she busied herself over the dishes in the sink. As the lights came on in the rest of the house, various members of the Weasley family could be seen going about their business completely unaware of the trouble that was brewing outside. 





 Voldemort surveyed the ramshackle home of the Weasleys in disgust from the orchard just beyond the wards. The odd angles, sloping roofline, and the general shabbiness were everything that a proper pure blood home shouldn't be. Even his filthy muggle father lived in a proper mansion as befitting of someone of importance. Disgusted at the blood traitors, he turned to the woman next to him and hissed softly, “Put up the wards to prevent their escape Bella. Yaxley will have the floo network disabled in a few moments and then we will strike.” 





 Bowing low, Bellatrix Lestrange answered reverently, “At once, My Lord.” Striding a few feet away, the dark haired witch began weaving a complex pattern with her wand as she set out to complete her master's wishes. 





 Placing her wand back into her robes, Bellatrix simpered, “It is done, Milord. The blood traitors will not escape by apparition or portkey.” 





 “Excellent.” Voldemort hissed as he gazed at the scene before him that was unfolding in the kitchen. 





 Arthur Weasley had been talking to his co-worker, Perkins, when his head was suddenly ejected from the fireplace. Picking himself up from the floor hastily, he shifted his gaze to the Family Clock. Every hand was pointing to Mortal Peril. 





 Risking a glance outside, Arthur thought that he could see shapes moving about in the darkness. “Molly; children! Come here quickly!” He shouted as ran into the kitchen dousing the lights as he went. 





 “What's wrong, Arthur?” Molly asked as she bustled into the kitchen with Ron and Ginny in tow. 





 “Death Eaters.” Arthur's one word response sent shivers down everyone's back. 





 Everyone in the family knew what they were capable of, even Ron and Ginny. It was never a good thing when Voldemort's minions were calling at your home. 





 Rushing over to the fireplace, Arthur threw in some powder but the flames refused to turn green. “Damn, they've cut off the floo network and I'm sure that there are anti transport wards already up.” He said solemnly. Turning to his two youngest, he said sharply, “Get up to the roof with your brooms. When the spells start flying, take off and head for the Lovegoods if you can.” 





 Ginny's face turned ashen as she said, “My broom is in the shed outside.” 





 “You can ride with me, Gin.” Ron said supportively as he patted her shoulder before taking off towards his room with her on his heels. 





 Molly watched her two youngest children hurry to follow her husband's orders before she turned her gaze to the family clock. All of the hands were pointing to `Moral Peril' but no one had died. Slightly relieved, she turned to Arthur and whispered, “What now?” 





 Arthur's visage darkened as he steeled himself for what he knew was the end. Turning his attention to Molly, he pulled her into a hug and whispered, “We fight so Ron and Ginny can escape. Hopefully, The Order will get here in time with reinforcements.” 





 Stepping away from his wife of twenty plus years, Arthur quickly sent his Patronus off to Minerva with a plea for help. He pointed towards a spot just behind the stairs that would provide some cover from spells. 





 Molly understood at once and nodded her agreement as she took up her position. They were going to let the Death Eaters enter the house if they could to take away their numerical advantage. 





 Once his wife was in place, Arthur levitated the dinner table into hall and transfigured it into a stone barrier. Satisfied with their preparations, he blasted the door outwards and sent a barrage of spells out to distract the Death Eaters. 





 Ron and Ginny were up in the attic when the front door to the Burrow blew open. Taking that as their signal to go, they mounted the broom and launched themselves out the window into the night sky. 





 Unused to flying with two people on a broom Ron miscalculated and as a result, they plummeted towards the ground before he regained control. 





 Ginny's scream of terror gave their position away and the Death Eaters that weren't tied up with their parents began firing spells in their direction. 





 Just as Ron wrenched the broom upwards a spell shattered the handle sending them both plummeting to the earth. With a sickening thud, Ginny and Ron landed in a tangled heap of broken bones and the shards of the broom. 





 Molly heard Ginny's scream and was out the front door before Arthur could stop her. For a brief moment, he could see every detail of his wife of over twenty years in sharp relief as she was bathed in an ethereal greenish glow. Emotions flashed in her eyes as her soul was ripped from her body, the biggest of them regret and sorrow. 





 “No!” rasped Arthur as he watched Molly crumple lifelessly to the ground just outside the back door. Time seemed to stop for a moment as he knelt there, rooted to the spot as spells whipped past him. He could see Molly's lifeless eyes gazing back at him before something inside of him snapped. 





 Reaching into his robes, Arthur withdrew a device that he knew Molly would have never approved of, nor let him have it anywhere near the children. Yanking the pin, he fired two reducto's out the front door into the ground causing debris to fly into the air. As the dust settled, he tossed the small sphere out the door and dove for cover behind the table. 





 Voldemort stood his ground when the shower of debris erupted by the back door to the Burrow. A simple shield charm deflected anything that came too close for comfort. He was just about to order his followers to storm the house when he saw a small object come flying out the door and land amongst a few of them. 





 “Look, the worthless blood-traitor is throwing rocks!” Crabbe guffawed as Goyle and MacNair laughed at the small rock that had landed in their midst. Their laughter at having a rock thrown at them was short lived when the exploding grenade shredded their bodies. Shrapnel flew in every direction, peppering the Death Eaters within the blast radius with hot metal. Fortunately, the three laughing fools took the brunt of the blast and were the only fatalities. Only Voldemort remained unscathed due to his shield spell. 





 Bellatrix hissed in pain as she removed the hot piece of metal from her shoulder with a quick spell. Once the fragment was in her hand, she dropped it and bellowed, “You filthy blood-traitor!” as she began marching towards the back door where Arthur Weasley was taking shelter. 





 Voldemort bent down and picked up the piece of discarded metal from Bella's wound and examined it carefully. It was still hot to the touch and he felt no traces of magic on the item in his hands. Turning the fragment over as he inspected it, he realized what the small rock like item had really been, a muggle hand grenade. Furious that such a mundane thing could do so much damage to wizards, he tossed away the piece of metal with disgust. He fired a spell at the Burrow that shattered all of the glass windows and blew the debris inwards with a resounding crash. 





 The resulting explosion stopped Bellatrix in her tracks. She knew the spell came from her master because none of the other Death Eaters were capable of such a powerful wave of magic. Instinctively, she realized that her Lord was going to deal with Arthur Weasley himself to exact revenge for her fallen comrades. Silently, she stepped aside and stood sentinel as she awaited her orders. 





 Voldemort swept towards the house in a towering rage, he could hear moans coming from within the ramshackle house and somewhere off to the side of the building. Without pausing, he hissed menacingly to his most fanatical servant, “Find the children and bring them here alive.” 





 He whipped his wand in a violent arc and the entire wall and door were ripped from the back of the house and went sailing into the garden with a crash. The back of the house sagged dangerously with such a large portion of the supports ripped away but it didn't fall due to the magic holding the house together. As he stepped into the remains of the kitchen, he found Arthur Weasley pinned beneath the table and a part of the stairs that had collapsed with the devastation from his spell. 





 Gracefully, Voldemort knelt down next to the moaning Arthur and snatched the wand from his loose fingers. He looked down at the well worn wand then into the face of one of the biggest blood-traitors in the magical world. “You disgust me, Arthur.” Voldemort hissed softly into Mr. Weasley's face while he held his chin in his hands forcing the man to look into his red eyes. 





 As the cobwebs cleared, Arthur realized that he was in tremendous pain and someone was talking to him in a low hissing tone. Suddenly, there was an iron like grip on his chin and his head was wrenched upward to look at the speaker. His scream of terror upon realizing that He-Who-Must-No-Be-Named was holding his face died in his throat as a sharp, stabbing, pain tore through his brain so all that came out of his mouth was a whimper. 





 Voldemort's mental attack was brutal. He tore through Arthur's mediocre Occlumency Shields as if they weren't even there and began to rip all the information about Harry Potter and the Order of the Phoenix from the man's mind. When he was finished ripping the information from Mr. Weasley's mind, he shoved his head into the floor with a resounding crack and a look of disgust on his face. “You're a pathetic excuse for a wizard.” He growled out in disgust as he leaned over his defeated foe. His soft voice was full of malice as he said, “You're children are going to die slowly before you join them.” 





 Suddenly, Voldemort stabbed Mr. Weasley in the abdomen with his own wand and snapped it beneath the skin. His aim was true and the deep red, almost black, blood that poured out of the wound ensured that Arthur Weasley was going to die a very painful death. 





 Ignoring the gurgling sounds from the filth on the floor in front of him, Voldemort stood gracefully and walked back into the back yard to see if Bella had found the wretched Weasley children that tried to escape on a broom. 





 Bellatrix knew the approximate direction that the children had been flying when her spell shattered the broomstick in midair causing them to crash. She found them twenty feet from the back of the house lying in a tangled heap next to the garden wall. As she cautiously approached the two bodies, she heard a low moan come from the girl. 





 The boy was obviously dead, his head was bent at an unnatural angle and she could smell the stench of human waste coming from him when his bowels released. Disappointed that she didn't get to torture him, she turned her attention to the girl. She was bent double at the waist with her face lying on the backs of her sibling's legs. It took Bella a moment to realize why the youngest blood-traitor was still in a semi-sitting position; she had been run through by the fragment of the broom's shaft when they crashed. 





 Standing back up, Bellatrix turned around just as her Lord was making his way out of the remains of the house. When he looked in her direction, she shivered in anticipation and beckoned him to the pile of bodies lying at her feet. 





 Ginny had been trying to move when she heard someone approach. The last thing she remembered was a flash of light and then, nothing. She was surprised that she didn't feel any pain at all, just an odd sense of loss. She tried to call out but it only came out as a moan because she was having trouble drawing enough oxygen into her lungs. Not knowing why she couldn't move, she began to panic. 





 Voldemort calmly strode up to the two bodies lying on the ground and surveyed the scene. Judging by their position, he could tell that Bellatrix had not touched them. 





 Reverently, Bellatrix whispered, “The girl is not long for this world, My Lord. What do you want me to do?” 





 Ignoring her question, Voldemort knelt down next to the girl and violently yanked her head back so she was looking into his face. 





 Suddenly, Ginny's field of vision was violently altered. Oddly enough, she didn't feel any pain at the harsh treatment, just fear from looking upon Lord Voldemort in person. His red eyes were inches from hers and they seemed to bore into her very soul. 





 When he saw the spark of fear in her eyes, he said angrily, “Such a waste of a pure-blood. Your family is a stain on the Wizarding World that will have to be cleansed.” When Ginny started to whimper, he continued menacingly, “Give Harry Potter a message from me if you survive long enough. Tell him I'll destroy everything he loves before I finally end his miserable existence.” 





 Voldemort let go of the girl's head and watched as she slumped back down, the shaft of the broom she was impaled upon was the only thing holding her semi upright. He took a moment to survey the area before turning to Bellatrix and ordering, “Gather up our people and get back to headquarters. I'll finish up here and join you shortly.” 





 With a nod of acceptance, Bella swept off to complete her Lord's wishes as quick as possible. 













 ~AQ~ 













 Minerva McGonagall was pouring over the notes from the previous Order meeting when Arthur Weasley's Patronus faded into view and spoke with his voice, “Death Eaters at the Burrow. We will try to hold them off while the children escape. Send help.” 





 Her hands were shaking slightly as she took stock of the situation. The Order was in disarray since the death of Albus Dumbledore and the Death Eaters were quietly taking advantage of the situation to slowly pick off the known members one by one. Sighing, she took a pinch of floo powder and threw it into the fireplace. Once the flames turned emerald green, she stepped in and said clearly in her Scottish brogue, “Wolf's Den.” 





 Remus Lupin was sitting in the kitchen with Tonks sipping a cup of tea as they pored over the surveillance reports from Mad-Eye when the fireplace discharged a thin lipped Minerva McGonagall. Seeing the look on her face, Remus' heart began to race. It was a few seconds before he felt calm enough to speak. Nervously, he asked, “Who's in trouble? It's not Harry is it?” 





 “No, it's not Harry. The Burrow is under attack.” Minerva said solemnly. 





 “Damn!” Muttered Lupin as he began to pace around the room while the other two occupants watched him pensively. Coming to a decision, he stopped moving and said seriously, “I don't think there is anything that we can do for them now. It will take too long to assemble enough of the Order to have a large enough force to fend off the Death Eaters.” 





 McGonagall stood ramrod straight as she digested what Remus had just laid out before her, the tension easily visible in her posture. After a few moments of taut silence, she whispered, “Gather whomever you can and then apparate to the Lovegoods. From there you can make your way towards the Burrow carefully.” 





 Drained from her decision, Minerva sunk into a chair and pinched the bridge of her nose as a sigh escaped her lips. Softly, she said, “Be careful, Remus. We can't afford to lose any more members. Gather whatever you can salvage from the house and bring it here.” 





 Remus nodded once in acceptance and stepped from the room with Tonks hot on his heels. As he left the room, he heard McGonagall whisper, “Damn fools, they should have gone into hiding like the rest of us.” 













 ~AQ~ 





















 The gurgling in Harry's stomach woke him from his peaceful slumber. Looking down at the woman in his arms, he saw that Hermione was still asleep under a blanket that he was pretty sure wasn't there earlier. Not wanting to wake her, but desperately hungry, he quietly, whispered, “Kreacher.” 





 As if sensing his master's need for quiet, Kreacher appeared in the hallway and then walked into the room. “Master Harry called?” he croaked softly. 





 “I did.” Harry acknowledged before continuing, “Would you please bring a light dinner for two? And what time is it? 





 “It is half past eight in the evening, Master Harry.” Kreacher replied instantly before snapping his fingers causing the dinner he had prepared earlier for them to appear on the table in the corner. 





 “Thanks, Kreacher.” Harry said warmly as his mouth flooded with saliva due to the wonderful odors coming from the table. 





 Hermione reached up and caressed Harry's cheek and said warmly, “I love you.” While looking into his eyes before explaining, “You're a kind man, Harry. Your treatment of Kreacher is just a testament to that.” 





 Blushing from her praise, Harry smiled down at her and kissed her hand before gently helping her into a sitting position. “Thank you. Now, let's eat, I'm starving.” He said happily. 





 With a mischievous smile, Hermione said, “You're channeling Ron.” 





 “Am not!” Harry blurted as he tickled her sides. “I'm just starving, that's all!” 





 Hermione giggled as she said, “My point exactly.” 





 Mumbling under his breath, Harry said, “Feisty little witch.” And without warning, he hoisted Hermione over his shoulder in a fireman's carry and headed off towards the small table, ignoring her shouts of protest the entire way. 





 “Harry! Put me down!” Hermione yelled while smacking his bum again as he carried upside down. 





 Gently, Harry lowered her into a chair and pushed the bowl of steaming soup towards her. Before she could protest, he grabbed her napkin and tucked it into the collar of her shirt like a bib. 





 Hermione was glowering at him but the smile tugging at the corner of her lips was ruining the effect. Giving it up as a bad job, she calmly picked up her spoon and began eating as if nothing was out of the ordinary. 





 Seeing Hermione's antics, Harry smiled as he tucked into his soup trying desperately to not imitate Ron's eating habits. 





 About halfway through dinner, Hermione asked, “Harry, when do you want to go to the Burrow?” 





 Harry paused with his soup spoon about halfway to his mouth as he pondered his answer. Putting the spoon back into the bowl, he wiped the corners of his mouth and said, “I was thinking about tonight if you wouldn't mind.” 





 Hermione's look of understanding sent a flood of relief through Harry. He didn't want to prolong the situation with Ginny if he could help it. Having Hermione along for moral support would make things much easier for him. 





 Smiling, she said warmly, “Of course we can go tonight. Why don't we pop over as soon as we're done?” 





 Appetite gone at the prospect of facing Ginny and her family, Harry suddenly felt very full. Slowly, he pushed his bowl away and folded up his napkin before setting it on the table. Putting on his best Gryffindor face, he forced a smile and said, “I'm ready whenever you are.” 





 Hermione saw the determined set of his jaw and pushed away her bowl as well and said supportively, “We can go right now if you want, Harry.” 





 As he got to his feet, Harry said softly, “Thanks.” He pulled the invisibility cloak around them just before they exited the house. Grasping her hand, he turned on the spot and reappeared in the orchard behind the Burrow. 





 Or at least that is where he would have appeared if the anti-transport wards that the Death Eaters had put up hadn't shunted him aside at the last moment. As a result, they landed in a tangled heap just outside the orchard. 





 “Oomph.” Harry cried as he cushioned Hermione's fall with his body. Her elbow had driven the air out of his lungs. After a few moments to recoup from their abrupt landing, Harry said quietly, “Something's not right. We're keyed into the wards at the Burrow so we should have been able to apparate onto the property.” 





 However, Hermione's attention wasn't on what Harry was saying, it was fixated on the smoke billowing up into the sky from the remains of the Burrow. 





 Harry realized that she was staring at something behind him and when he turned around, the shock at seeing the smoke rising from the ruins of the Burrow almost drove the wind from his lungs again. “No!” Came the strangled whisper from Harry's lips as his brain finally processed what he was seeing. When he tried to get up, he found Hermione restraining him with all her might. 





 “Let me go!” Harry pleaded as he struggled to free himself. 





 “Harry.” Hermione said calmly. When he didn't respond, she stroked his cheek while looking into his eyes and said, “Harry, we have to be careful. We need to make sure that there are no Death Eaters waiting for you.” 





 She felt him relax in her grip so she withdrew her wand and silently cast, `Homenum Revelio.' There was a faint indication coming from the garden area but that was it. Deciding that it must be an injured Weasley, Hermione said quietly, “There is someone over by the garden wall. Whoever it is, is probably injured severely because they barely registered on the scan.” 





 A knot formed in Harry's throat as he listened to Hermione. After a few moments, he stood up and pulled the invisibility cloak around them before setting off for the garden as quietly as possible. When they reached the garden wall they could see the vague silhouette of two bodies, one slumped over the other. 





 Quickly, Harry pulled off the cloak and made his way over to the injured Weasley's with a sense of dread in his heart. The stench of human waste hit him like a punch to the gut as he knelt down next to the bodies lying in a heap at the base of the garden wall. 





 A moan of despair escaped his lips when he saw Ron's vacant stare and the unnatural angle of his neck. Very carefully, he touched Ginny's neck to check for a pulse. It was there but extremely weak. 





 The invisibility cloak had slipped partially off Hermione. In her horror, she didn't even notice. She was standing there with tears in her eyes and her hand over her mouth and nose, staring at Ron's corpse. 





 Harry knelt closer to Ginny's face and brushed the hair away from her eyes and said softly, “Gin? Can you hear me?” 





 Ginny opened her eyes at the sound of Harry's voice but she was having trouble drawing in enough air to speak properly. Harry realized her plight and knelt even closer so she could speak into his ear. Her voice was barely a whisper as she rasped out, “I love you.” 





 When Harry looked back into her eyes, she was gone. Tears streaming down his face at the loss of two of his closest friends, he reached up and closed Ginny's lifeless eyes before gently lowering her onto the ground. Just as he was about to do the same for Ron, he noticed that Hermione had already taken care of their other friend. 





 Hermione vanished the waste and levitated Ron's body off to the side and lay him flat on his back. Harry was about to do the same for Ginny when she stopped him, “Wait, Harry. You're still underage and the ministry is looking for an excuse to get you in their clutches.” Silently, she vanished the shaft of the broom before levitating Ginny next to Ron. 





 They stood there in silence holding onto each other in their despair as they gazed upon the lifeless bodies of their friends. The only sounds were the crackling of the wood from the burning of the Burrow and Harry and Hermione's sniffles as they paid their respects to Ron and Ginny. After a few minutes, Harry croaked out, “Can you conjure a blanket or something? We should cover them up.” 





 Hermione nodded in agreement and without letting go of Harry, she gave a flick of her wand causing two blankets to appear. With another swish, she levitated the blankets to cover Ron and Ginny's bodies. Her task complete, she turned into Harry's embrace and squeezed him tightly around the chest as the flood gates opened and she began crying in earnest. 





 Stroking her back lovingly while he embraced her, Harry whispered, “She told me that she loved me right before she died. I didn't get to tell her the truth but maybe that's not a bad thing. I'm going to really miss them.” 





 “Me too.” Hermione said in a small voice that was muffled by the fact that her face was still buried in Harry's shoulder. 





 Harry craned his neck towards the smoking ruin that was the Burrow and saw a smoking figure on the ground where the back porch used to be. Pushing away from Hermione gently, he whispered, “There's another body over by the house right where the door to the kitchen used to be.” 





 Not used to dealing with death on such a large and violet scale, Hermione began to shake slightly in Harry's grip as the first stages of shock set in, her breathing began coming in shallow gasps as she began to hyperventilate. 





 Sensing Hermione's distress, Harry scooped her up into his arms and moved towards the far end of garden wall where the broom shed was still standing untouched. He set her down gently and whispered to her, “I'll be right back; I'm going to check the body by the back door.” 





 Harry got about half way there when he caught movement out of the corner of his eye. Ducking down behind the wall, he quickly made his way back to Hermione. She looked up at his approach and he placed a finger to his mouth for silence before she could speak. He snatched up the invisibility cloak and they disappeared beneath the shimmering fabric with their wands at the ready. 





 Remus Lupin was leading the half dozen Order of the Phoenix members that he was able to gather on such short notice towards the smoking wreckage of the Burrow. He knew that they were too late to save any of them; he just prayed that they had managed to get away somehow instead. His voice low, he barked, “Stay in groups of two. We don't know if there are still any Death Eaters around. See if you can find any survivors.” 





 The remaining flames from the wreckage were casting flickering shadows around the area bathing everything in a haze of orange and black. Hestia and Diggle were just coming around the garden wall when they spotted the unmistakable forms of two bodies covered in shrouds. Forgetting that there may still be Death Eaters in the area, Diggle bellowed in his Cockney accent, “Remus, we found two bodies over here!” 





 Hestia crouched down by the wall while grumbling, “Bloody idiot. What part of be careful do you not understand?” 





 Before she could say anything else, she felt a wand tip pressed into her neck as a strong hand wrenched her arm behind her back with such force that she yelped and dropped her wand. To her amazement, it simply vanished right before her eyes. 





 Suddenly, there was a malevolent whisper in her ear, “Make any sudden moves and I'll snap your arm before I sever your head with my first spell.” Harry had stepped out from the cover of the cloak, leaving Hermione hidden to cover his back. 





 There was a flash of red light and Diggle crumpled to the ground when Hermione's silent stunner hit him in the face. She stepped over to the unconscious man and relieved him of his wand as well before moving to a different location to give Harry some additional cover. 





 They didn't have to wait long for the others to show up from Diggle crying out. When the rest of the Order arrived, they were surprised to find Hestia being held at wand point with an unconscious Diggle lying a few feet away. 





 Remus had his wand trained on the man holding Hestia while he surveyed the scene. There were two bodies lying under blankets that he assumed were two dead Weasleys. His voice was calm when he finally spoke, “Let her go and you may walk out of here unharmed.” With a silent lumos, he lit the tip of his wand to see the face of the man holding Hestia. He was so shocked by what he saw that he ended the spell and blurted, “Harry?” 





 The sudden spell lighting the tip of Lupin's wand caused a couple of reactions. Harry wrenched upward with all of his might while pulling backwards to get out of the line of fire. There was a sickening snap followed by Hestia's cries of pain. Seconds later, there were two bright flashes of red that dropped another two members of the Order of the Phoenix to the ground unconscious. 





 Ignoring Hestia's cries, Harry tightened his grip on her and growled, “If you're really Remus Lupin, what did I talk to you about in the fire at headquarters last winter with Sirius?” 





 A pained expression crossed Lupin's face momentarily before he answered softly, “You asked about your dad.” He purposefully left out the rest of the reason knowing that Harry would understand the reference. 





 “And who are the rest of these idiots?” Harry snarled. 





 Suddenly, there was another brilliant flash of red light followed by the unmistakable sound of a body hitting the ground. Hermione had stunned Kingsley Shacklebolt as he tried to sneak up on Harry from behind. Silently, she ghosted over to the unconscious Auror and removed his wand before moving to another position in case anyone else was trying to sneak up on them. 





 “Is there anyone else out there trying to sneak up on me?” Harry growled threateningly. 





 Palms up in a non threatening manner, Remus said as calmly as possible, “We're here to check on the Weasley's. Arthur sent a Patronus with a message that he was under attack.” 





 Completely losing his temper, Harry roared, “They're bloody well dead you bunch of idiots! What took you so long to get here?” His magic was swirling around him in his anger, begging to be released upon someone or something. The loss of the Weasleys was too raw for him to control it much longer. With a howl of anguish, he shoved Hestia towards Lupin and fell to his knees as a wave of magic shot out from his body flattening everyone to the ground in a fifteen foot radius. 





 Hermione was staring open mouthed at what had just happened. Harry's magic had just lashed out and flattened everyone but her. Before anyone else had recovered, she vaulted the garden wall and swept Harry beneath the cloak and guided him up and away from the area. Not knowing what else to do, she grabbed him tighter and turned into the compressing feeling of apparition and they vanished from the grounds of the Burrow with a pop of displaced air. 





 “What the hell was that?” Tonks blurted as she crawled over to Hestia and began to treat her injuries. 





 “I don't know, Dora. I don't know.” Remus said sadly as he stared at the dead bodies of Ron and Ginny Weasley from his seat on the ground. 



        
    
        
            8. Death of a Lion
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Chapter 8:

 Death of a lion.

















 They arrived back at Grimmauld Place with a soft pop and Hermione quietly led them into the house and up to Harry's bedroom. She was slightly worried about Harry because he hadn't made a single sound since his magical outburst at the Burrow. 





 She led him into his room and then the adjoining private bath. Once inside, she set him down on the edge of the tub before turning around and setting the invisibility cloak, the captured wands, and Ginny and Ron's wands on the countertop. With a quick tap of her wand, the tub began filling with warm water. 





 When she looked back at Harry, the sight that greeted her broke her heart and started her own tears flowing. He had tears streaming down his cheeks as his body shook with silent sobs. Kneeling down in front of him, Hermione gently pulled his wand out of his hand and removed his glasses before enveloping him in a hug and pulling him onto the floor with his back resting against her chest. 





 After a few minutes, his crying began to taper off and a strangled whisper escaped his lips, “Why? Why did they have to die?” before he began sucking in great gasps of air in a panic. 





 Hermione realized that Harry had never grieved for his parents either and the death of the majority of the Weasley family had just pushed him over the limit. Years of repressed emotions came pouring out in his grief and with it, she hoped, the barriers that he had built over time would be lessened. 





 Sniffling, Hermione whispered back so softly that he almost missed it, “Voldemort is the one to blame, Harry. Not you.” 





 Her words of comfort were like a balm for his wounds and he allowed himself to finally relax in her embrace as the knot in his chest lessened its hold on his soul as he cried himself out. 













 ~AQ~ 













 Deep in the bowels of the Department for the Restriction on Underage Magic the Death Eater in charge had just finished putting the taboo in place in the unlikely event that someone would actually say the Dark Lord's name when the quill began scratching out an address on the parchment. Eyes wide in shock, she copied down the incomplete address, turned it into a memo, and sent it off to the snatcher dispatcher. 





 Mrs. Edgecombe had just finished making a list of all known blood traitors, half bloods, and muggle born witches and wizards floo addresses when the red memo landed on her desk. Grabbing the note, she quickly scanned its contents before calling out, “We need a group to head over to Grimmauld Place to apprehend someone that has spoken the Dark Lord's name.” 





 A hulking, unkempt, and smelly man lumbered over to her desk and said gruffly, “I'll go and fetch the traitors. Just make sure my payment is ready when I get back.” 





 “Okay.” Mrs. Edgecombe squeaked in relief as the large man swept over to collect a few more men to accompany him. 





 “Where we goin' guv'na?” asked the tall, reedy, man in his cockney accent as they headed for the apparition point. 





 “Grimmauld Place. No exact address given so the house must be hidden. We'll hide in the park and wait for them to show themselves, and then we'll grab them.” Thorfin growled before he disappeared with a pop. 





 With a shrug of his shoulders, the tall man grabbed his two comrades and followed Thorfin to Grimmauld Place with a loud pop of displaced air. 













 ~AQ~ 













 In the third floor window a small head poked out between the curtains and surveyed the park across the street. Kreacher scrunched up his face in disgust as he watched the poorly disguised wizards try to blend in with the vagrants that usually inhabited the park. 





 As the old elf turned away from the window, he mumbled, “Filthy wizards putting a taboo on a name and now they're bothering my master.” while twisting the edges of his uniform in his gnarled fingers. 





 Making his way towards the basement, Kreacher's face broke out in a gap toothed grin and he began humming a disturbing tune. He had work to do before he troubled his master about the unwanted visitors. 













 ~AQ~ 













 “How long do we have'ta sit here? I'm freezing me bleedin' arse off!” grumbled the skinny snatcher as they sat disguised amongst the homeless in the park. 





 Turning his gaze on the whiny man, Thorfin hissed, “We'll sit here until we see some witches or wizards appear over there.” while pointing at the line of row houses across the deserted street. 





 Confused, Miles blurted, “I don't see any wizarding homes over there.” 





 Furious, Rowle lashed out with his ham sized fist and flattened his companion while muttering, “Surrounded by bleeding idiots.” Louder, he said, “You must have been in Gryffindor.” 





 When Miles still didn't understand, Thorfin yanked him up by his hair and turned him to face the houses across from the park while pointing to each one and counting to fourteen and waited for his moronic companion to make the connection. 





 It took a painstaking minute before Miles retorted, “You can't count either! You skipped the number twelve.” 





 Disgusted, Thorfin tossed Miles to the ground, pinched the bridge of his nose while counting to ten, before whispering harshly, “Didn't you pay any attention during charms?” Without waiting for an answer, he continued ranting, “I skipped the number twelve because it's magically hidden. When you are concentrating on the houses, you are forced to skip the one hidden by magical means.” 





 “Oh.” Miles said dumbly from his seat in the dirt before the confused look returned to his face and he said, “I don't get it.” 





 “Unbelievable.” Rowle muttered before pointing at the houses and saying sharply, “Your job is to watch between number ten and fourteen. If you see anything remotely odd, give a shout.” When Miles continued to look up at him in confusion, he barked angrily, “Watch the area between house ten and fourteen!” 





 Miles gulped nervously and squeaked, “Okay.” before turning his attention to the row of townhomes across from the park trying desperately to ignore Rowle's mutterings about `must not kill the help.' 













 ~AQ~ 













 Harry had finally calmed down and was idly tracing his fingers up and down the length of Hermione's forearm and down to the back of her hand while his other hand was caressing her left knee in a similar fashion. He was so distracted by his thoughts that he didn't even know what his hands were doing, let alone what affect his ministrations were having on Hermione. 





 She was slowly being driven to distraction by Harry's touch as she held him against her body. Tentatively, she leaned her head forward and placed a tender kiss on his neck just below his right ear. Harry stiffened momentarily before he relaxed back into her embrace and tilted his head to the side to allow her better access to his neck. Encouraged by his response, Hermione began trailing kisses, and the occasional nips with her teeth, down towards his collar bone which elicited a moan of pleasure from Harry. 





 Emboldened by his response, Hermione slowly lifted her arms free while continuing to kiss and suckle on his neck and started to unbutton his shirt. Harry's other hand migrated to her other leg and he began rubbing her legs slowly from ankle to knee. He paused for a moment to remove her shoes and socks and then ran his hands up the inside of her pants, lightly dragging his fingernails across her calves as he slid his hands up her silky smooth legs. 





 Hermione's breath had quickened and her body began to burn with desire as Harry's surprisingly gentle fingers on her bare skin made her fumble with the last few buttons on his shirt. Her task finally complete, she slowly dragged her palms up his exposed chest all the while enjoying the feel of his muscles rippling beneath her fingers as she explored his body. 





 Harry's breathing was heavy with desire and when Hermione unbuttoned his belt and trousers, he spun around onto his knees and captured her mouth in a heated kiss while pulling her tight against his body and onto his lap. Slowly, he snaked his hands beneath her jumper and began to slowly rub them up and down the length of her back. 





 When Hermione ground her hips against his, Harry groaned in pleasure, grasped her bum and pulled her even harder to him causing her to moan into his mouth with pleasure. Breaking contact briefly, he pulled Hermione's jumper off before shrugging his unbuttoned shirt off his shoulders and pulling her back to him. Her bra followed suit shortly afterwards and the feeling of her bare breasts against his chest nearly drove Harry over the edge. 





 Burning with desire, Hermione dragged Harry up to a standing position and tugged his pants down while he was fumbling with her belt. She leaned back from his lips slightly and could see his desire burning in the emerald pools of his eyes. Gently, she grasped him with one hand while kicking her jeans off and stepping backwards into the tub while pulling him in after her. 





 She guided him down into the warm water so his back was against the side and straddled his hips. Rocking forward slightly, she gazed into his shining eyes and whispered, “I love you, Harry.” 





 “I love you too, Hermione.” He whispered back while looking into her eyes as he pulled her into his arms. 





 Hermione steadied herself by placing her hands on Harry's shoulder and slowly slid down the length of him until their hips met, her eyes never leaving his rapidly widening ones. Shuddering with the pleasure and pain, she leaned forward and kissed Harry tenderly while she adjusted to the new sensations. 





 Harry's eyes were wide in wonder as he looked into her cinnamon colored eyes and he didn't even try to stop the moan that escaped from his throat when Hermione had impaled herself upon him. Breaking the kiss, Harry slowly pulled her into a hug while burying his face in her hair as he moaned in pleasure again. After a few moments, he leaned back slightly and asked tenderly, “Are you okay?” 





 Nodding her head, Hermione answered softly, “Yes.” before kissing him deeply while pouring all of her love, and magic, into the kiss. 





 Feeling her magic reach out to him, Harry responded in kind, the images from his dreams about Hermione were at the forefront of his mind, fueling his magic and love for her. 





 As their magic mixed they both felt complete, even more so than when their wands chose them. Looking into each other's eyes, they both said at the same time, “I love you.” 













 ~AQ~ 













 Voldemort was resting in the Malfoy's parlor when his mental defenses were assaulted with such ferocity that he had to bite back a groan of discomfort. With a tremendous effort, he schooled his features into a blank mask and hissed menacingly, “Leave me, I wish to be alone.” 





 The Death Eaters present didn't even bat an eye at their master's command. Instead, they hastily made their way to other parts of the mansion lest they incur their master's wrath. 





 Once he was alone, Voldemort warded the room to prevent any outside disturbances before sinking down onto the couch with a grimace while snarling, “Get out of my head, Potter.” 





 To his shock, he found that no matter how hard he tried, Voldemort could not throw Potter of his mind. To make matters worse, the boy wasn't even aware of what he was doing. He was unable to stem the tide of foreign emotions pouring into him through their connection and for the first time in decades Voldemort felt a flicker of fear. 





 Finally, around four in the morning the stifling emotions from Potter stopped and he felt the boy's presence leaving his mind. Concentrating hard, Voldemort began to shore up his mental defenses while preparing to return the favor in spades. 













 ~AQ~ 













 Hours later, the young couple was asleep in the master bedroom recovering from the day's events and their evening of love making. The early rays of sunlight were just starting to filter through the drapes in the room, bathing everything with a golden hue. 





 Harry slowly cracked open his eyes, he had never been able to sleep much past dawn due to his upbringing, and was greeted by a site that he hoped to see for the rest of his life. Hermione had her head on his chest while their legs were intertwined. 





 Silently, he watched the most important person in the world to him sleeping soundly. The sunlight was giving her hair a golden hue, almost like spun honey, and her face was cast into a light shadow. Squeezing her slightly to his chest, he kissed her forehead and whispered, “Thank you.” 





 Not wanting to wake her, Harry slipped into a light meditative trance and began practicing what little occlumency that he knew. He lost all sense of time as he focused inward, trying to reach his center, when he was assaulted by the presence of another in his mind. 













 ~AQ~ 













 In a dingy alley in Surrey, not too far from Privet Drive, Severus Snape had just put Mundungus Fletcher under the Imperius Curse. Looking at the not too different from normal expression on his victim's face, Snape sneered in disgust before whispering in his silky voice, “You will suggest to Mad-Eye that when they go to fetch the boy that Potter leave his relative's house using polyjuice to disguise him as someone else. If Moody doesn't agree to that, then suggest having six or seven people use polyjuice to impersonate Potter instead.” 





 Fletcher gave a nod of understanding before heading to the meeting of the Order of the Phoenix. Severus watched the drunken fool leave to carry out his orders before disappearing with a much softer pop. 





 The smell of stale tobacco and alcohol lingered in the alley long after both of its occupants had disappeared. 













 ~AQ~ 













 Mundungus stumbled his way up to the front door of Mad-Eye's house for the meeting of the Order. Just as he was about to knock, he was yanked inside and held at wand point by the grizzled old retired auror. 





 Staring cross eyed at the wand pointed between his eyes, Fletcher blurted, “Blimey, Mad-Eye! Point that thing somewhere else would ya'?” 





 His wand didn't move an inch as he checked over the last member of the Order to arrive for the meeting. Moody's electric blue eye was spinning in every direction while his normal one was fixed on Dung. After a few moments he growled, “What kept you?” 





 “I was checking on the Potter boy!” Fletcher blurted fearfully as sweat trickled down the back of his neck adding to the fear of being held at wand point by a crazy, curse happy, old nutter. 





 Satisfied, Moody shoved Mundungus towards the parlor where the remaining members of the Order of the Phoenix were gathered to go over the plans to fetch Harry Potter. 





 “Okay. Let's get down to business.” Moody rumbled in his sandpaper voice as he eased himself into a chair while his electric blue eye spun in all directions. “Right now, we have just a few days left before the protections that Dumbledore placed at the Dursleys fail.” Satisfied that everyone was paying attention to the matter at hand, he continued, “The issues we face are when to remove Potter and how. Does anyone have any suggestions?” 





 Various ideas were tossed about for fifteen minutes until Dung put forth the first of Snape's ideas. “Why don't we just slip Potter some polyjuice and have him walk out the front door?” 





 Bedlam ensued for the next ten minutes as the pros and cons of Fletcher's suggestion were debated loudly. Eventually, Mad-Eye had decided that they had argued enough and yelled, “All right, enough with yer yammering! We need to get the boy out of there and this is the best way. I want twelve volunteers to meet here tomorrow evening for a check before we go and get the lad.” 





 As people began to filter out of Mad-Eye's house, not a single member of the Order realized that Moody hadn't actually said which plan they were going with before departing to complete their part in the preparations. Finally, it was just Minerva, Remus, Hestia, Diggle, Kingsley, Tonks, and Moody left and they all switched to the parlor to be more comfortable. 





 Not one for beating around the bush, Moody grumbled in his scratchy voice, “Okay. Now tell me what really happened at the Weasley home last night.” 





 Kingsley actually managed to turn a slightly darker brown as the blush crept up his face while he mumbled out, “I don't know, I was stunned and lost my wand while I was sneaking up on whoever was holding Hestia hostage.” 





 Shackelbolt's statement was enough of a shock to cause both of Moody's eyes to focus on him at the same time. After fifteen uncomfortable seconds, Moody shifted his gaze to Hestia and gruffly said, “Well lass, out with it. How did your attacker get the drop on you?” 





 Hestia turned towards Diggle and glared at him while snarling, “This idiot doesn't know the meaning of quiet. He yelled out that he had found some bodies and before I knew it, my wand arm was wrenched up behind my back and a wand tip was pressed into my neck as my wand disappeared before my eyes.” 





 Diggle rubbed the back of his sweaty neck with a kerchief before hastily stuffing it back into a pocket and blurting, “I keep telling you that I'm sorry!” while looking at the sling that was supporting Hestia's shoulder. Fidgeting in his seat at all of the attention, he further babbled, “I never saw where the bloke that grabbed you was hiding though. He just appeared and before I could do anything, I took a stunner to the face.” 





 Jones continued to glare at her comrade while he fiddled with the hem of her robes. She was angry that someone had gotten the drop on her, or could have killed her, due to her partner's carelessness and her own inattentiveness. Hestia realized that the minute Diggle shouted she should have moved for cover. 





 Reviewing the memory of the incident in his mind, Remus said softly, “It had to be Harry with Hermione under his invisibility cloak. Harry never fired a spell or the ministry would have come crashing down on our position in droves.” 





 “Tha's all well an' good, Remus,” Minerva barked in her thick Scottish brogue before continuing, “but how did those two end up there in the first place? I though' we had a watch on his relative's house?” 





 “We did.” growled Moody angrily. “It was supposed to be Dung.” After a few minutes of silence while everyone contemplated what had happened, he continued, “I think it's safe to say, that whatever Dung was involved in should be considered compromised as well as his suggestion for retrieving the Potter boy.” 





 While the group tried to figure out everything that Mundungus was involved in, Moody and Kingsley were working on what kind of trap to spring on the Death Eaters that were probably going to be laying in wait when they used Dung's plan. 













 ~AQ~ 













 “Harry Potter.” Voldemort hissed as he made his presence known inside the mind of his prophesized nemesis. “I'm going to make your suffering legendary before I finally kill you for what you have done.” 





 His muscles tensed immediately when Voldemort invaded his mind and his grip on Hermione tightened so much that she woke up suddenly. 





 Recognizing the signs, Hermione realized that Harry was locked in some type of mental connection with Voldemort. Climbing on top of him, she straddled him and grasped his cheeks gently in her hands while leaning down and kissing him tenderly. 





 Feeling calmer and in more control all of a sudden, Harry replied harshly, “I don't think so, Tom. I'm going to kill all of your followers before I even come for you. People are going to think of the half-blood Tom Riddle and laugh at his made up name by the time I'm finished with you.” 





 Harry could sense the rage building in Tom but before he could do anything, Harry roughly shoved him from his mind and opened his eyes to find Hermione's brilliant orbs inches from his. Smiling up at her, he said warmly, “Thank you. I was able to push Tom out with your help.” 





 Hermione smiled beautifully at Harry while grinding her hips into his. When Harry moaned, she whispered huskily into his ear, “Why don't we give him further incentives to stay out of your mind then?” 





 Not willing to look a gift horse in the mouth, Harry smiled and rolled Hermione onto her back and whispered, “As you wish.” before planting a soft kiss just behind her ear that he knew turned her knees to jelly. 





 Sensing his master's mood, Kreacher put warming charms on breakfast and returned to his preparations in the basement. 













 ~AQ~ 













 Voldemort slumped into the wing backed chair and rubbed his temples trying to relieve the headache that the Potter boy had just given him. In a fit of rage, he whipped up his wand and wordlessly disintegrated the large couch by the fire before turning his wrath on the remaining furniture in the room. 





 His anger quenched, Voldemort looked around at the destruction and calmly waved his wand in an arc causing the damaged furniture to repair itself. Satisfied with his spell work, he got up from his seat and headed towards the kitchen for a spot bangers and mash for breakfast. Hopefully, the food would take his mind off his recent troubles with Harry Potter, The-Boy-Who-Wouldn't-Die. 













 ~AQ~ 





 Rufus Scrimgeour, the newly elected Minister of Magic, was sitting alone in his office nursing a fire whiskey while mulling over the Harry Potter problem. He needed the boy to help his administration look like they were being proactive in the fight against You-Know-Who but the boy was being surprisingly adamant in his refusal to help. 





 Suddenly, there was a knock at his door that startled him from his revelry. Rufus glanced up at the clock on the mantle and was surprised to find that it was already early morning. Since taking the job of Minister, he had been working sixteen hour days and sleeping in his office. 





 Sleep had eluded him last night while he was trying to formulate a plan to gain Harry Potter's help and do the most damage to He-Who-Must-Not-Be-Named and his quickly growing number of followers in the ministry. 





 Tossing back the last of his whiskey, Scrimgeour belched out a three foot flame before calling out hoarsely, “Come in.” 





 When the door opened, in walked the newly promoted Head of the Department of Magical Law Enforcement, Pius Thicknesse and one of his other aurors whose name Rufus couldn't remember. The Minister waved Pius into a seat while the auror took up a standing position by the wall off the side of the desk. 





 “Good morning, Pius. What progress have you made towards getting the Potter boy to help us?” Scrimgeour asked genially once his underling was seated. 





 Thicknesse's deep voice seemed to shake the desk as he replied, “I have, sir. Last night, I was finally able to place wards all around the boy's residence that will alert us if anyone enters or leaves the property that is not approved by me.” 





 A bit shocked at the underhanded, not to mention patently illegal, methods is Head of the Department of Magical Law Enforcement was willing to go to secure Potter's help, Rufus asked, “And how do you plan on tracking the boy if he leaves the property, hypothetically speaking of course?” 





 “Well, we are going to have a large contingent of people stationed around the property on the ground and in the air.” Thicknesse answered while covertly drawing his wand from his robes. 





 Alarm bells were ringing in Rufus' head at Pius' proclamation but he was prevented from going for his wand when the auror stationed off to the side of the desk immobilized him with a flick of his wand. 





 When the body bind took effect, Scrimgeour's body stiffened like a plank and he fell from his chair with a thump, cracking his head on his desk on the way down. His vision was obscured by the blood flowing into his eyes as he lay motionless on the floor behind his desk. 





 Auror Dawlish walked around the desk and with another swish of his wand he levitated the petrified minister into the middle of the room before dropping him unceremoniously back to the floor. With a quick jab towards the body on the floor, thick ropes shot out of his wand and bound the Minister's hands and feet before stepping back a few paces and releasing the body bind spell. 





 Rufus let out a groan of pain as he rolled onto his side so he could see his assailants. Taking a closer look at the pair, he recognized the signs of the Imperious Curse in both men. “Well.” he growled angrily, “Get it over with you bloody weak minded fools.” 





 Thickness looked down at the soon to be dead Minister and turned to Dawlish and said, “Do it.” 





 “Avada Kedavra!” shouted Dawlish while pointing his wand at the helpless man on the floor. 





 Just as the jet of green light snuffed out the life of The Minister of Magic, Thickness pointed his wand at Dawlish and shouted, “You traitor! You killed the Minister!” With a quick slashing motion of his wand, Thickness removed the auror's head with a severing curse and then vanished the ropes binding Scrimgeour. 





 Delores Umbridge was in the office down the hall when she heard the shouts coming from the Minister's office. As quick as her bulk would allow, she waddled down the hall and straight into a nightmare. There was blood all over the ceiling, walls, and the carpet from the headless corpse on the ground. Pius Thicknesse was standing with his wand drawn and a look of utter sorrow on his face. 





 Stumbling over to the tall man, she screamed, “What happened here?” 





 Delores' screams alerted the other witches and wizards that were at the office early and they came running to investigate. As the crowd at the door grew, Pius turned to face everyone and said gravely, “The Minister has been murdered.” There were a few gasps from the crowd and a few gagging sounds as people took in the horrible scene in front of them. 





 “Then whose body is on the ground over there?” shouted one of the secretaries before covering her mouth in horror. 





 Thicknesse turned to face the growing crowd, his wand still drawn as if in defense of the fallen, and said solemnly, “That was Auror John Dawlish. I entered the room just as he cast the Killing Curse on the Minister.” Ignoring the gasps, he continued with a sad expression on his face, “I hit him with a cutting spell but I was too late to save the Minister.” 





 Alerted by the commotion in the Minister's Office, a team of aurors arrived and began processing the scene in front of them and conducting interviews of the assembled crowd. “Excuse me, Sir.” said Auror Tonks as she sidled up to her new boss. “Can you please tell me exactly what happened here?” 





 Taking full advantage of the ever growing crowd, Pius retold his story clearly and in a slightly louder tone of voice than normal. He had been instructed to become the next Minister of Magic if possible and even though he was under the Imperious Curse, he was a political animal and he was putting those skills to work. 





 There were several members of the Wizengamot and their staff in the crowd milling about the crime scene and Thicknesse was playing on their fears and sympathies while casting his actions in the best possible light. Before the day was done, he would have a sizable number of people pushing for him to be the next Minister of Magic. 





 A few visits from some of his associates to the members of the Wizengamot that were not in favor of his election would pave the way for his ascension into power for Lord Voldemort. 



        
    