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“D
raco, you just—

!” Sh
e jerk

ed h
er h

ead, h
er m

in
d still n

ot quite pro-
cessin

g. Sh
e rush

ed to th
e fire, reach

in
g out to grab

 th
e pill before it w

as 
destroyed. 

A
 vice on

 h
er oth

er arm
, yan

k
in

g h
er back

. 
“L

et go of m
e!” sh

e cried, pan
ic overtak

in
g h

er. 
H

is cold grey eyes w
ere burn

in
g alm

ost blue. “Y
ou got to play your lit-

tle gam
e w

ith
 C

h
an

g ton
igh

t. B
ut you w

ill un
der n

o circum
stan

ces en
d

 
your life.” 

Sh
e gaped at h

im
, breath

in
g h

ard. H
e h

ad h
is teeth

 bared at h
er. Sh

e 
ripped h

er arm
 from

 h
is grip. 

“D
on

’t you dare com
m

an
d m

e lik
e a slave.” 

Sh
e h

uffed an
d spun

 back
 to th

e fireplace, spyin
g a speck

 of green
 n

ear 
th

e grate. Sh
e k

n
elt quick

ly to retrieve it, but h
e yan

k
ed h

er back
 b

y h
er 

elb
ow

 as h
er fin

gers brush
ed th

e flam
es. Sh

e stum
bled, an

d tried stam
pin

g 
h

er h
eel in

to h
is foot. H

e h
issed an

d grabbed h
er sh

oulders, sh
ovin

g h
er 

back
 in

to th
e w

all, h
is face sn

arlin
g dow

n
 at h

er. 
“P

erh
aps you didn

’t h
ear m

e, G
ran

ger—
” 

“O
h

, I h
eard you, you prick

!” Sh
e tried sh

ak
in

g h
im

 off, but h
is fin

gers 
dug in

to h
er sh

oulders. “It’s a precaution
. T

h
is is w

ar—
” 

“D
on

’t talk
 to m

e about w
ar,” h

e h
issed. “E

very day I’m
 brough

t to 
th

e battle lin
es w

h
ile you sit in

 h
ere playin

g tea w
ith

 m
y m

oth
er—

” 
H

er m
outh

 fell open
. “D

on
’t you dare—

” 
“A

n
d n

ow
 you w

an
t to lecture m

e on
 th

e cost of w
ar? T

h
e th

in
gs I’ve 

h
ad to do —

 to sacrifice for you —
 an

d you w
an

t to en
d it all w

ith
 on

e 
sw

allow
.” 

Sh
e struggled to breath

e, w
atch

in
g h

is eyes burn
 in

to h
er. “W

orried 
about protectin

g your in
vestm

en
t? It’s still m

y life—
” 

“I paid for your life,” h
e sn

arled, sh
ak

in
g h

er sh
oulders. “It’s m

in
e. Y

ou 
w

ill n
ot en

d it w
ith

out m
y perm

ission
.” 

Sh
e gasped, body stiffen

in
g. H

is breath
 pan

ted over h
er face. Sh

e could 
feel th

e rage bubblin
g in

side of h
er, spin

n
in

g low
 in

 h
er stom

ach
. T

w
o 
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Sh
e bristled at h

is overcon
fiden

ce. “Sorry, but even
 if you w

ere capable 
of fen

din
g off an

 attack
 from

 V
oldem

ort h
im

self, I w
ouldn

’t risk
 it. N

ow
, 

can
 you get m

e alon
e w

ith
 C

h
o or n

ot?” 
H

e sen
t h

er a glare —
 so rem

in
iscen

t of h
ow

 h
e w

ould look
 at h

er over 
h

is cauldron
 durin

g P
otion

s class w
h

en
 sh

e beat h
im

 to an
 an

sw
er. 

“I can
 con

tact M
ulciber about a Sh

are.” 
H

er lips parted, h
er h

eart poun
din

g in
 h

er ears. H
e’d agreed. H

e w
as 

goin
g to h

elp h
er, b

y—
 “A

 ‘Sh
are?’“ 

“Y
es. It’s…

” H
e look

ed aw
ay from

 h
er. “... E

xactly w
h

at it soun
ds lik

e, 
but w

ith
 large sum

s of G
alleon

s attach
ed. M

ulciber is liberal about Sh
ar-

in
g C

h
an

g. I’ve h
eard sh

e’s been
 lucrative for h

im
.” 

H
erm

ion
e’s eyes prick

ed, an
d sh

e blin
k

ed at th
e ceilin

g un
til th

e stin
g-

in
g passed. Sh

e glan
ced back

 dow
n

 to see D
raco look

in
g at h

er bedposts, 
calculatin

g. 
“A

n
d you’re in

fam
ously closed to Sh

arin
g, isn

’t th
at righ

t?” 
H

is eyes sn
apped to h

er, a low
-burn

in
g fire beh

in
d th

em
. “Y

es.” 
“B

ut w
ill it b

e stran
ge to th

em
? If th

is is your first tim
e requestin

g a 
Sh

are?” 
H

e seem
ed to con

sider for a m
om

en
t. “N

o. C
h

an
g played Seek

er 
again

st m
e for several years. It could b

e said th
at I’d lik

e a bit of reven
ge. 

I’ll ask
 M

ulciber for a private booth
 for th

e th
ree of us in

 th
e L

oun
ge.” 

“E
xcellen

t,” said H
erm

ion
e, w

rin
gin

g h
er h

an
ds w

h
ile h

er brain
 

w
h

irred. “A
n

d th
en

 you’ll excuse C
h

o an
d I to speak

—
” 

“N
o,” h

e cut in
. “G

ran
ger, th

at w
on

’t b
e possible. I can

n
ot leave eith

er 
of you un

atten
ded.” 

Sh
e spun

 to h
im

. “O
n

ly for five m
in

utes—
” 

“N
o.” 

“T
h

ree!” 
“A

bsolutely n
ot. T

h
e girls can

n
ot b

e left alon
e at E

din
burgh

.” H
e 

rolled h
is jaw

. “L
ook

, if you’re so w
orried about your bloody secret, I can

 
cast a soun

dproof barrier on
ce w

e’re in
side—

” 
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“T
h

at’s n
ot w

h
at I’m

 w
orried about.” H

erm
ion

e bit h
er lip. “C

h
o can

’t 
k

n
ow

 th
at you’re am

en
able to th

is. If sh
e is caugh

t, an
d h

er m
in

d read, 
you an

d your paren
ts w

ould b
e exposed. It’s an

 un
n

ecessary risk
.” 

D
raco’s eyes w

ere h
ot on

 h
ers, an

d sh
e felt h

er ch
eek

s flush
. 

“I disagree,” h
e said at last. “V

iolatin
g protocol is an

 en
orm

ous risk
. If 

an
yon

e catch
es us, I w

on
’t b

e able to talk
 m

y w
ay out of it—

” 
“P

reten
d it’s part of your fan

tasy.” 
“M

y —
 m

y w
h

at?” h
e sputtered. 

“O
h

 please, M
alfoy.” H

erm
ion

e rolled h
er eyes at h

im
. “Y

ou’re an
 

eigh
teen

-year-old boy. I’m
 sure you can

 th
in

k
 of som

e reason
 you m

igh
t 

en
joy tw

o scan
tily-clad girls bein

g alon
e togeth

er for th
ree m

in
utes.” 

H
e open

ed h
is m

outh
 to argue, but it seem

ed h
is th

roat h
ad gon

e quite 
dry. H

e cough
ed an

d look
ed aw

ay, blush
in

g pin
k

 on
 h

is ch
eek

bon
es. H

e 
turn

ed for th
e door, w

ish
in

g h
er a good day an

d m
um

blin
g som

eth
in

g 
about ch

eck
in

g on
 h

er th
at even

in
g. 

>
 

B
ut h

e w
ouldn

’t b
e able to ch

eck
 on

 h
er th

at even
in

g. 
In

 th
e late aftern

oon
, N

arcissa brough
t b

y a h
asty n

ote scribbled on
 

th
e back

 of an
 en

velope, statin
g th

at h
e’d been

 called aw
ay for an

 in
defi-

n
ite am

oun
t of tim

e. H
e w

asn
’t sure w

h
ere yet, but h

e’d sen
d an

 update 
w

h
en

 h
e could. H

e m
en

tion
ed h

e’d already sen
t off th

e request th
ey h

ad 
discussed. 

N
arcissa eyed th

e un
sealed (an

d th
erefore un

-private) en
velope w

ith
 

feign
ed suspicion

 an
d said, “D

id h
e m

en
tion

 an
yth

in
g about w

h
en

 h
e’d 

b
e back

?” 
“E

r, n
o, h

e didn
’t.” H

erm
ion

e folded th
e en

velope in
to quarters, tuck

-
in

g it in
to h

er trouser pock
et. Sh

e turn
ed to N

arcissa, an
d as th

eir eyes 
m

et, th
e closed book

 on
 th

e sh
elf in

 h
er m

in
d th

at con
tain

ed th
e even

ts 
of th

e m
orn

in
g trem

bled. H
erm

ion
e sw

allow
ed, fiddlin

g w
ith

 h
er sleeve. 

“N
arcissa, I sh

ould h
ave sough

t you out im
m

ediately after D
oloh

ov left. I 
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h
eart poun

din
g in

 h
er ears. 

“W
ere you successful?” h

e fin
ally ask

ed. 
Sh

e look
ed up, an

d m
et h

is eyes for th
e first tim

e sin
ce h

e’d left h
er 

alon
e w

ith
 C

h
o in

 th
at booth

. T
h

ey w
ere dark

, but closed. 
“Y

es.” Sh
e cleared h

er th
roat. “C

h
o w

ill pass alon
g th

e in
form

ation
. 

It’s...it’s C
h

arlotte w
h

o is th
e h

ub.” Sh
e turn

ed to w
h

ere h
e stood in

 fron
t 

of th
e fireplace, w

atch
in

g h
er. “C

h
arlotte con

trols th
e in

form
ation

 an
d 

w
h

o gets m
essages to w

h
om

. If an
yth

in
g can

 get to th
e O

rder, it’s th
rough

 
C

h
arlotte.” 
D

raco h
um

m
ed in

 th
ough

t. “Sh
e h

as access to every room
 in

 E
din

-
burgh

,” h
e said slow

ly. “Sh
e h

as ears on
 every con

versation
 beh

in
d closed 

doors.” 
H

erm
ion

e n
odded. Sh

e reach
ed up to h

er sh
oulder w

h
ere C

h
o h

ad 
tuck

ed th
e green

 pill in
to h

er seam
. 

“C
h

o gave m
e th

is. It’s in
 case suspicion

 is cast on
 th

em
. If th

ey are ever 
in

 dan
ger of h

avin
g th

eir m
em

ories search
ed.” 

H
e stepped forw

ard, starin
g dow

n
 at th

e pill. “W
h

at is it?” 
“A

 suicide pill, of sorts,” sh
e said. Sh

e turn
ed th

e pill over in
 h

er h
an

d, 
w

on
derin

g w
h

o created it, h
ow

 th
ey got th

em
 to C

h
arlotte. 

It w
as a m

om
en

t before D
raco ask

ed, “A
n

d w
h

y do you h
ave on

e?” 
Sh

e look
ed up at h

im
. H

is eyes w
ere tigh

t. 
“C

h
o an

d C
h

arlotte both
 h

ave on
e. C

h
o gave on

e to m
e.” Sh

e took
 a 

breath
.  

“T
h

ey w
ear th

em
 in

 th
eir h

em
s. So if I’m

 ever caugh
t I’ll h

ave to—
” 

Q
uick

 as ligh
tn

in
g, D

raco sn
atch

ed th
e pill from

 h
er h

an
d an

d tossed
 

it in
to th

e fire. 
H

erm
ion

e stared at th
e flam

es, dum
bfoun

ded, h
er h

eartbeat poun
din

g 
ben

eath
 h

er sk
in

. Sh
e w

h
ipped h

er h
ead aroun

d. 
“W

h
at—

?” 
“L

ik
e h

ell you w
ill.” 

H
is gaze w

as m
urderous. 
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“C
h

an
ge of plan

s,” h
e said rough

ly. “G
ran

ger an
d I h

ave to go.” 
H

erm
ion

e scram
bled up, rush

in
g to fin

d h
er dress. 

“A
re you sure?” C

h
o pouted. “W

e w
ere just gettin

g started!” B
ut sh

e too 
w

as already reach
in

g for h
er dress. 

“U
rgen

t busin
ess, I’m

 afraid. W
e’ll resch

edule.” D
raco’s voice w

as 
clipped an

d cold. H
erm

ion
e didn

’t dare look
 at h

im
 as sh

e sh
im

m
ied in

to 
h

er dress, silen
tly cursin

g as sh
e gracelessly tugged it up h

er h
ips. 

A
 flurry of m

ovem
en

t, an
d C

h
o’s th

roaty voice said sh
e look

ed for-
w

ard to n
ext tim

e. H
erm

ion
e w

as still tryin
g to coax h

er tigh
t zipper up 

as C
h

o slipped from
 th

e booth
, closin

g th
e door beh

in
d h

er. 
H

erm
ion

e’s ch
est felt im

possibly h
ot as sh

e con
tin

ued strugglin
g w

ith
 

h
er dress, staun

ch
ly ign

orin
g D

raco in
 th

e doorw
ay. Sh

e h
eard h

im
 step 

closer to h
er, an

d w
h

en
 h

e m
oved h

er h
an

ds to th
e side to close th

e zipper, 
h

er face started burn
in

g. 
O

n
ce sh

e w
as dressed, h

e took
 h

er arm
 an

d led h
er out of th

e booth
, 

past th
e boys w

h
istlin

g—
 

“C
ouldn

’t m
ak

e it last, D
raco?” 

“E
m

ergen
cy Floo call. Just n

otified,” h
e respon

ded curtly. 
“Sure, sure,” sh

e h
eard Flin

t’s voice rin
g out. “T

h
e spoiled prat just lik

es 
to fuck

 on
 h

is ow
n

 sh
eets.” 

“O
i! Is C

h
an

g still available th
en

?” an
oth

er called. 
D

raco w
aved th

em
 off, settin

g a quick
 pace to th

e fireplaces. H
e tossed 

th
e pow

der, an
d tugged h

er th
rough

 w
ith

 h
im

 in
to th

e silen
ce of h

is bed-
room

 at th
e M

an
or. 

T
h

e w
h

iplash
 of th

e past five m
in

utes seem
ed to sm

ack
 h

er upside th
e 

h
ead —

 th
e h

urried an
d pan

ick
ed en

coun
ter w

ith
 C

h
o, th

e in
form

ation
 

sh
e’d learn

ed about C
h

arlotte, th
e red lin

gerie h
e w

as n
ever supposed to 

see —
 

“I’m
 sorry you h

ad to see th
at,” sh

e blurted out. “I tried to slow
 h

er 
dow

n
, but sh

e in
sisted.” 

D
raco w

as silen
t, an

d H
erm

ion
e stared determ

in
edly at th

e carpets, 
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don
’t k

n
ow

 h
ow

 I can
 ever repay you, but—

” 
“T

h
ere is n

o debt, H
erm

ion
e,” sh

e said firm
ly, but k

in
dly. A

 soft sm
ile 

across h
er features. “I tak

e care of m
y ow

n
.” 

H
erm

ion
e stood stun

n
ed, w

atch
in

g as N
arcissa took

 a turn
 about th

e 
room

, trailin
g h

er delicate fin
gers over th

e furn
iture. 

“I h
ad difficulty bearin

g ch
ildren

 m
yself,” sh

e said. H
erm

ion
e blin

k
ed 

at h
er. “T

h
ere w

as a tim
e w

h
ere L

ucius an
d I…

w
ell, w

e th
ough

t th
ere w

as 
a curse on

 us. P
un

ish
in

g us.” N
arcissa turn

ed to h
er, h

er eyes driftin
g over 

H
erm

ion
e’s sh

oulder. “D
raco w

as a very difficult pregn
an

cy. H
e w

as our 
fourth

 try —
 th

ree stillbirth
s before h

im
.” H

er eyes glazed w
ith

 th
e 

m
em

ory before blin
k

in
g it aw

ay. “I’d alw
ays w

an
ted a large fam

ily, but 
on

ce w
e w

ere safe h
om

e w
ith

 D
raco, L

ucius an
d I agreed th

at w
e w

ould 
stop at on

e.” 
N

arcissa M
alfoy’s eyes turn

ed to h
er, som

eth
in

g fierce burn
in

g th
ere. 

“I h
ope on

e day you h
ave ch

ildren
, H

erm
ion

e, if th
at is w

h
at you w

an
t. 

I h
ope it is a ch

oice you get to m
ak

e.” 
H

erm
ion

e n
odded, a sudden

 burn
in

g in
 h

er th
roat. H

er h
an

d h
ad 

foun
d its w

ay in
side h

er pock
et, an

d h
er fin

gers tigh
tly clutch

ed th
e 

parch
m

en
t th

ere. 
Sh

e took
 in

 th
e gen

tle creases aroun
d N

arcissa’s eyes as sh
e told h

er to 
call if sh

e n
eeded an

yth
in

g, an
d quietly excused h

erself. 
Sh

e cares for you, D
raco h

ad told h
er. 

W
h

atever h
ad first brough

t h
er to M

alfoy M
an

or —
 w

h
atever sch

em
es 

or calculation
s —

 H
erm

ion
e couldn

’t h
elp but believe h

im
 in

 th
at. 

>
 

D
raco still w

asn
’t h

om
e th

e follow
in

g Friday, an
d H

erm
ion

e told h
erself 

th
at h

er an
xiety an

d disappoin
tm

en
t w

ere due to th
e delayed m

eetin
g 

w
ith

 C
h

o. H
e’d sen

t a letter addressed to N
arcissa th

at m
orn

in
g, explain

-
in

g th
at h

e w
as on

 G
roix, an

 islan
d just off th

e coast of n
orth

w
estern

 
Fran

ce. H
e expected to b

e sen
t elsew

h
ere in

 E
urope soon

 —
 “n

ow
h

ere 
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w
orse th

an
 Italy” —

 an
d w

ouldn
’t b

e back
 for an

oth
er w

eek
 at least. A

 
postscript at th

e en
d ask

ed h
er to please “let th

e h
ouseh

old k
n

ow
” about 

h
is con

tin
ued absen

ce, as h
e “didn

’t w
an

t th
e elves to fuss.” 

H
erm

ion
e foun

d h
erself w

ith
 th

e letter aroun
d m

id-day, tuck
ed be-

n
eath

 th
e n

apk
in

 on
 h

er lun
ch

 tray. It w
as on

e of th
ree n

otes sh
e’d re-

ceived w
h

en
 D

raco h
ad departed un

expectedly —
 th

e first from
 w

h
en

 h
e’d

 
gon

e to Italy, th
e secon

d from
 th

e day h
e’d left last w

eek
, an

d n
ow

 th
is 

on
e. For reason

s sh
e allow

ed on
ly h

erself, sh
e folded each

 of th
em

 up, an
d 

set th
em

 close to h
er bedside in

 th
e em

pty jew
elry box. 

>
 

It w
as th

ree w
eek

s un
til D

raco return
ed. T

h
ree Fridays w

ith
out visitin

g 
E

din
burgh

. T
h

ree Fridays w
h

ere an
yon

e could b
e attem

ptin
g to com

-
m

un
icate w

ith
 h

er. 
Sh

e read th
e P

roph
et ob

sessively, look
in

g for an
yth

in
g in

 Sk
eeter’s 

propagan
da th

at could b
e useful, as w

ell as look
in

g for an
y m

en
tion

 of 
Fran

ce or an
oth

er coun
try th

at m
igh

t h
in

t at D
raco’s w

h
ereabouts. A

fter 
lun

ch
, sh

e’d h
ead to th

e library to research
, o

r brin
g on

e of h
er h

istory 
book

s to th
e ob

servatory. In
 th

e even
in

gs, sh
e’d spen

d an
oth

er h
our or 

tw
o on

 O
cclum

en
cy. 

T
h

e tattoos w
ere still eludin

g h
er. Sh

e w
as con

vin
ced th

at th
ey w

ere 
based on

 borrow
ed spells, but sh

e’d h
ad frustratin

gly little progress w
ith

 
th

e book
s selected b

y th
e library catalog. H

er n
ext an

d fin
al book

 w
ith

 
referen

ce to m
agical slavery w

as a volum
e on

 th
e h

istory of m
agical N

orth
 

A
m

erica. A
n

d on
ce sh

e w
as th

rough
 w

ith
 it, sh

e’d h
ave to th

in
k

 of an
-

oth
er plan

. 
E

xactly seven
 days in

to A
ugust, H

erm
ion

e realized sh
e’d forgotten

 
H

arry’s birth
day. W

h
en

 sh
e saw

 th
e date on

 th
e P

roph
et pages readin

g A
u-

gust 7th
, sh

e gasped, h
er h

an
d clutch

in
g h

er h
eart as if a gun

sh
ot h

ad gon
e 

off som
ew

h
ere. Sh

e’d been
 too distracted on

 th
e 31st, focused on

 th
e letter 

w
ith

 D
raco’s updates. 
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H
erm

ion
e w

in
ced. “A

w
ful. N

orm
al aw

ful. L
ook

, w
e don

’t really n
eed 

to—
” 

C
h

o dragged h
er tow

ard th
e couch

, push
in

g h
er to sit. “W

e don
’t h

ave 
tim

e, H
erm

ion
e. I n

eed you to trust m
e.” Sh

e k
n

elt on
 th

e couch
 n

ext to 
h

er, an
d H

erm
ion

e caugh
t th

e sligh
t pan

ic in
 h

er features as sh
e took

 h
er 

face in
 h

er h
an

ds an
d k

issed h
er. 

H
erm

ion
e squeak

ed. C
h

o’s h
an

ds slid aroun
d h

er rib
s for th

e clasp on
 

h
er bra. 

“N
o, n

o!” H
erm

ion
e pulled h

er m
outh

 aw
ay. “H

e…
 lik

es to do th
at 

h
im

self.” 
T

h
e excuse w

as flim
sy but C

h
o accepted it. Sh

e began
 k

issin
g H

erm
i-

on
e’s n

eck
, push

in
g h

er to lay back
 tow

ard th
e arm

 of th
e couch

. 
H

erm
ion

e h
ad n

ever been
 th

is n
ak

ed w
ith

 an
oth

er person
 in

 h
er life, 

but th
ere w

as n
o w

ay to push
 C

h
o back

 an
d say, “T

h
is isn

’t n
ecessary. W

e 
aren

’t actually h
avin

g a th
reew

ay th
is even

in
g.” A

n
d even

 if sh
e did, sh

e 
doubted C

h
o w

ould listen
. 

“W
h

at’s th
is library fan

tasy?” C
h

o ask
ed again

, sh
iftin

g dow
n

 h
er 

body, slidin
g h

er h
an

ds over H
erm

ion
e’s stom

ach
. “H

e catch
es us in

 th
e 

R
estricted Section

?” C
h

o rolled h
er eyes an

d pried H
erm

ion
e’s stiff k

n
ees 

open
. 

“U
m

, som
eth

in
g lik

e th
at.” 

H
erm

ion
e w

as desperately tryin
g to th

in
k

 of w
ays to slow

 th
in

gs dow
n

 
w

h
en

 C
h

o dipped h
er h

ead an
d k

issed dow
n

 h
er stom

ach
. 

“It’s alrigh
t,” C

h
o said softly, as H

erm
ion

e jum
ped. “T

h
is is alw

ays a 
good bet. Just close your eyes an

d try to relax.” 
Sh

e k
issed h

er bellybutton
, clearly h

eadin
g south

, an
d th

at’s h
ow

 
D

raco foun
d th

em
 w

h
en

 th
e door ban

ged open
. 

H
erm

ion
e w

ish
ed to evaporate on

 th
e spot. D

raco’s jaw
 dropped, h

is 
eyes rovin

g over h
er red k

n
ick

ers an
d bra. H

erm
ion

e dim
ly registered 

C
h

o’s breath
y claim

s th
at th

ey w
ere “on

ly studyin
g,” an

d “please don
’t 

tell P
rofessor Sn

ape!” 
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H
erm

ion
e paused. Sh

e th
ough

t of everyth
in

g D
raco h

ad told h
er —

 
about Fran

ce, an
d Italy, an

d Spain
. O

f G
iulian

a, an
d P

an
sy. L

ucius’ offer 
to V

oldem
ort, w

h
ispered beh

in
d a closin

g door. T
h

ere w
ere loads of 

th
in

gs sh
e could tell C

h
o. 

“N
o,” sh

e said softly, feelin
g th

e guilt w
eigh

 h
eavy in

 h
er ch

est. “B
ut 

I’ll k
eep m

y ears open
.” 

C
h

o n
odded, th

en
 glan

ced at th
e door. “W

e h
ave less th

an
 a m

in
ute. 

L
et’s get un

dressed.” 
H

erm
ion

e froze, jolted back
 to th

e reality of th
eir situation

. H
er 

m
outh

 felt dry. “O
h

. I th
in

k
 k

issin
g w

ill b
e fin

e—
” 

“Y
ou’re jok

in
g, righ

t?” C
h

o stared at h
er. “H

erm
ion

e, w
e n

eed to 
m

ak
e sure h

e gets h
is m

on
ey’s w

orth
. I don

’t w
an

t to risk
 h

im
 gettin

g 
suspicious. N

ow
 tell m

e about th
is library fan

tasy.” A
n

d C
h

o pulled h
er 

ow
n

 silk
y dress over h

er h
ead, tossin

g it in
to th

e corn
er an

d stan
din

g be-
fore H

erm
ion

e in
 on

ly h
er k

n
ick

ers an
d bra. 

“It’s…
 I…

” H
erm

ion
e stam

m
ered, glan

cin
g at th

e door. 
C

h
o’s eyes flick

ered. Sh
e stepped forw

ard an
d placed a reassurin

g h
an

d
 

on
 h

er sh
oulder. “H

ave you ever h
ad a th

ird person
 before?” 

“U
m

, n
o. B

ut I—
” 

“It’s really easy,” C
h

o said, reach
in

g for th
e zipper on

 th
e side of th

e 
red dress. “Just follow

 m
y lead.” Sh

e began
 peelin

g H
erm

ion
e’s straps 

dow
n

 h
er sh

oulders, an
d H

erm
ion

e gasped, tryin
g to lift th

em
 back

 up. 
“C

h
o, listen

, I—
” 

“W
h

at’s h
e lik

e? Is h
e rough

?” 
T

h
e question

 caugh
t h

er off guard. “R
ough

? E
r, n

o, but…
” 

“T
h

e m
ore you tell m

e about h
is tastes, th

e faster th
is w

ill go,” C
h

o 
said, an

d th
en

 sh
e w

as tuggin
g H

erm
ion

e’s dress dow
n

 h
er h

ips to pool 
aroun

d h
er h

eels. 
A

 flush
 lick

ed up H
erm

ion
e’s ch

est, across h
er stern

um
. “I don

’t…
 um

.” 
Sh

e cleared h
er th

roat. “H
e’s n

orm
al.” 

C
h

o tilted h
er h

ead. “N
orm

al?” 
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Sh
e cried h

erself to sleep th
at n

igh
t, an

d spen
t eigh

t h
ours O

ccludin
g 

th
e n

ext day. Four days later, sh
e craw

led un
der th

e covers an
d let h

erself 
sin

g h
appy birth

day to G
in

n
y before succum

bin
g to M

ippy’s Sleepin
g 

D
raugh

t. 
D

raco fin
ally return

ed on
 a M

on
day in

 m
id-A

ugust, look
in

g pale an
d 

w
eary. H

e w
alk

ed straigh
t in

to H
erm

ion
e an

d N
arcissa’s break

fast, k
issed 

h
is m

oth
er’s ch

eek
, an

d sat w
ith

 a flourish
 to h

is n
apk

in
 as th

e tw
o w

om
en

 
sat stun

n
ed. 

N
arcissa recovered quick

ly, ask
in

g h
im

 sh
ort, sim

ple question
s, to 

w
h

ich
 h

e w
ould n

od or reply w
ith

 a clipped sen
ten

ce or tw
o. 

B
ut as h

e stirred th
e h

on
ey in

to h
is tea, h

is eyes drifted up to h
er, stud-

yin
g h

er face. 
A

n
d H

erm
ion

e felt breath
less as h

er pulse fluttered, realizin
g just h

ow
 

m
uch

 sh
e’d m

issed h
im

. 

>
 

Sh
e cam

e to h
is bedroom

 th
at aftern

oon
. H

e open
ed th

e door in
 th

e m
id-

dle of h
er first k

n
ock

. H
erm

ion
e stared up at h

im
, overw

h
elm

ed at bein
g 

so close to h
im

 again
. H

e w
as taller th

an
 sh

e’d rem
em

bered, even
 lean

in
g 

again
st th

e doorw
ay. H

er lips parted to ask
 w

h
at sh

e’d com
e for, but h

er 
m

in
d rem

ain
ed stubborn

ly blan
k

. 
A

 gh
ost of a sm

irk
 crept over h

is face. “C
om

e to gape at m
e, G

ran
ger?” 

Sh
e sn

apped h
er m

outh
 sh

ut. “H
ardly,” sh

e retorted, w
ith

 a w
eak

 roll 
of h

er eyes. “I’m
 all busin

ess. I w
as just com

in
g b

y to see—
” 

“I h
aven

’t forgotten
 about C

h
o, n

o. Y
ou’ll see h

er th
is Friday. T

h
e de-

tails h
ave already been

 arran
ged.” 

H
erm

ion
e blin

k
ed at h

im
. “G

ood. E
xcellen

t.” Sh
e squared h

er sh
oul-

ders. “I also w
an

ted to see if—
” 

“Seven
 o’clock

.” H
e raised a brow

 at h
er expression

. “I assum
e you w

an
t 

to practice ton
igh

t?” 
“I —

 Y
es, I do.” H

e’d already an
ticipated w

h
at sh

e n
eeded from

 h
im

. 
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T
h

e th
ough

t m
ade h

er stom
ach

 flip. 
“A

lrigh
t th

en
,” h

e said, push
in

g off th
e doorw

ay. “M
eet m

e h
ere a few

 
m

in
utes before.” 

Sh
e n

odded an
d took

 a step back
w

ard. “T
h

an
k

 you,” sh
e said softly, 

h
er eyes fixed on

 h
is collar. 

H
is th

roat bobbed as h
e n

odded. “A
n

yth
in

g else?” 
“It’s…

 good to h
ave you back

, D
raco.” Sh

e rush
ed

 aw
ay before h

e could 
com

m
en

t, an
d before sh

e could say an
oth

er stupid th
in

g. 
T

h
at even

in
g, h

e led h
er to a sm

aller sittin
g room

, aw
ay from

 N
ar-

cissa’s pryin
g eyes. H

erm
ion

e w
as still em

barrassed from
 h

er outburst ear-
lier, so sh

e sat quietly on
 h

is lap for th
e m

ost part, w
atch

in
g w

h
ile h

e ate 
raven

ously. T
h

e sigh
t of h

im
 devourin

g h
is potatoes an

d roast w
as oddly 

satisfyin
g, so sh

e didn
’t push

 for an
y question

s th
at m

igh
t disrupt h

is ap-
petite. 

O
n

 T
uesday, sh

e tried k
issin

g h
is n

eck
 again

. B
esides a quick

 breath
 

an
d a pause of h

is fork
, h

e let h
er. Sh

e also learn
ed w

h
y h

e’d been
 in

 G
roix. 

T
h

e O
rder h

ad been
 rebuildin

g in
 Fran

ce an
d h

ad con
structed an

 A
ppa-

rition
 L

in
e of th

eir ow
n

. D
raco h

ad been
 assign

ed to cut off suppliers try-
in

g to pass th
e L

in
e b

y w
ater. N

ott Sr. h
ad been

 assign
ed to break

 th
rough

 
th

e L
in

e’s defen
ses, but still h

adn
’t m

an
aged it. 

O
n

 W
edn

esday, sh
e pulled out of h

im
 th

at th
ere h

ad been
 riotin

g in
 

Spain
, w

h
ich

 th
e D

ark
 L

ord h
ad overtak

en
 rath

er sloppily in
 h

is h
aste to 

isolate Fran
ce. D

raco an
d a dozen

 oth
ers h

ad been
 dispatch

ed to con
trol 

th
e situation

. 
A

fter din
n

er, sh
e lick

ed a stripe up h
is th

roat, begin
n

in
g at h

is clavicle. 
H

er fin
gers carded th

rough
 h

is h
air as sh

e w
orried h

is earlob
e betw

een
 h

er 
lips, em

barrassed to catch
 h

er breath
 h

itch
in

g righ
t in

 h
is ear. Sh

e listen
ed

 
to h

im
 sw

allow
 a large gulp of red w

in
e, an

d w
h

en
 sh

e w
iggled closer, h

e 
sh

ifted ben
eath

 h
er w

ith
 a “T

h
at’s en

ough
, G

ran
ger,” before tossin

g back
 

th
e rest of h

is w
in

e an
d rem

ovin
g h

er from
 h

is lap. 
O

n
 T

h
ursday, sh

e drain
ed

 h
er w

in
e, took

 a deep breath
, an

d folded 
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get th
is to C

h
arlotte, G

in
n

y w
ill k

n
ow

 w
ith

in
 a few

 w
eek

s.” 
H

erm
ion

e drew
 a sh

arp breath
 an

d n
odded. “Is sh

e in
 con

tact w
ith

 th
e 

O
rder?” 

“I h
ave m

y suspicion
s, but I couldn

’t say for sure.” H
erm

ion
e’s face fell. 

“T
rust m

e,” C
h

o con
tin

ued, “th
e less w

e k
n

ow
, th

e safer it is. A
ll I do is 

get w
h

ispers an
d n

otes to C
h

arlotte. T
h

e rest is in
 h

er h
an

ds.” C
h

o look
ed 

to th
e door again

 an
d reach

ed for th
e h

em
lin

e of h
er sh

ort dress. Sh
e w

ig-
gled som

eth
in

g from
 betw

een
 th

e stitch
in

g: a sm
all green

 pill th
e size of 

a m
in

t. “T
ak

e th
is. C

h
arlotte an

d I each
 h

ave on
e. T

h
is on

e’s for you.” 
H

erm
ion

e took
 it in

 h
er palm

 an
d stared dow

n
 at it. “W

h
at is it?” 

“A
 w

orst-case scen
ario. A

 suicide pill,” C
h

o said. H
erm

ion
e’s eyes w

id-
en

ed an
d sn

apped up to h
er. “If you’re caugh

t, tak
e it before th

ey’re able 
to read your m

in
d. If an

y of th
em

 fin
d out, it’s all over.” 

H
erm

ion
e sw

allow
ed th

ick
ly, th

e saliva burn
in

g dow
n

 h
er th

roat. 
T

h
en

 n
odded. C

h
o reach

ed up for th
e strap of H

erm
ion

e’s dress, turn
in

g 
it over an

d tearin
g at a seam

 un
til sh

e could push
 th

e pill th
rough

 th
e 

sm
all h

ole for h
er. 

“K
eep it in

 your h
em

 at all tim
es.” 

T
h

ey h
ad m

aybe a m
in

ute left. H
erm

ion
e ran

 th
rough

 th
e oth

er ques-
tion

s sh
e th

ough
t sh

e could get an
sw

ered in
 a m

in
ute. 

“Is th
ere an

yth
in

g th
e resistan

ce n
eeds? A

n
y supplies? A

n
yth

in
g th

at 
n

eeds research
in

g?” 
“N

o, H
erm

ion
e,” C

h
o w

arn
ed fiercely. “It’s too risk

y. D
on

’t en
dan

ger 
yourself b

y stealin
g or sn

eak
in

g aroun
d.” 

H
erm

ion
e bit h

er ton
gue, n

oddin
g. T

h
ere w

as n
o w

ay sh
e could reveal 

m
ore about h

er situation
 w

ith
out jeopardizin

g th
e M

alfoys. 
“B

ut it does seem
 lik

e you h
ave h

im
 w

rapped aroun
d your little fin

ger,” 
said C

h
o, studyin

g h
er. “I can

’t believe h
e left us alon

e.” 
H

erm
ion

e let out a n
ervous scoff. “I m

ean
…

I suppose, but—
” 

“Is th
ere an

yth
in

g you’ve seen
 or h

eard? A
n

y m
eetin

gs at th
e M

an
or 

th
at could h

elp th
e resistan

ce?” 
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H
is eyes w

ere dark
 on

 h
er. Sh

e lean
ed closer, an

d h
is h

an
ds sn

apped to 
h

er h
ips, h

oldin
g h

er still. H
e sw

allow
ed. 

“T
h

ree m
in

utes alon
e.” Sh

e pressed h
er lips to h

is jaw
 an

d w
h

ispered, 
“P

lease, sir?” 
“T

w
o,” h

e respon
ded, h

is voice crack
in

g on
 th

e sin
gle w

ord. 
“Y

es, sir. T
h

an
k

 you, sir.” H
er voice w

as low
 an

d breath
y. Sh

e ran
 h

er 
lips alon

g h
is ear an

d said, “I w
on

’t disappoin
t you.” 

H
e push

ed h
er back

 b
y h

er h
ips, an

d w
as out th

e door in
 secon

ds. 
H

erm
ion

e spun
 as th

e door click
ed closed. W

ith
in

 tw
o steps sh

e h
ad 

th
row

n
 h

er arm
s aroun

d C
h

o, h
uggin

g h
er close, th

e dark
-h

aired girl re-
turn

in
g h

er em
brace w

ith
 a tigh

t squeeze. 
“H

erm
ion

e—
” 

“C
h

o,” H
erm

ion
e breath

ed. “A
re you alrigh

t? I’ve been
 dyin

g to speak
 

to you—
” 

“Y
ou gen

ius!” 
“L

isten
 —

 w
e don

’t h
ave m

uch
 tim

e.” 
Sh

e pulled aw
ay an

d saw
 C

h
o starin

g w
ide-eyed at th

e closed door in
 

am
azem

en
t. 

“I n
eed to get in

form
ation

 to G
in

n
y, but it can

’t b
e w

ritten
 dow

n
.” 

C
h

o’s blin
k

ed, an
d th

e eyes th
at sn

apped back
 to h

er h
arden

ed in
 re-

solve. “T
ell m

e.” 
H

erm
ion

e took
 a breath

, feelin
g h

er en
tire w

orld h
an

g on
 th

e n
ext 

w
ords. “Fien

dfyre, B
asilisk

 V
en

om
, Sw

ord of G
ryffin

dor.” 
Sh

e w
atch

ed C
h

o’s m
in

d spin
 before sh

e pressed h
er lips togeth

er an
d 

n
odded. “A

lrigh
t.” 

H
erm

ion
e blin

k
ed. “Is th

at it?” 
“T

h
e less I k

n
ow

, th
e better. C

on
sider it don

e.” 
“H

ow
 soon

 w
ill you—

” H
erm

ion
e brok

e off, refocusin
g. T

w
o m

in
utes. 

T
h

at’s all th
ey h

ad. “W
h

o’s goin
g to tell h

er? D
o you h

ave con
tact w

ith
 

h
er?” 

“C
h

arlotte,” C
h

o said sim
ply. “I can

’t tell you m
ore th

an
 th

at, but if I 
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h
erself again

st h
is body as close as space w

ould allow
. 

“O
k

ay?” sh
e m

urm
ured. H

is arm
 w

rapped aroun
d h

er back
 in

 reply, 
givin

g up th
e preten

se of eatin
g altogeth

er. Sh
e listen

ed to h
is th

roat click
 

as h
e sw

allow
ed h

is w
in

e, th
en

 tried turn
in

g h
er ch

est to face h
is, pressin

g 
closer. 

“Y
ou sh

ould eat,” sh
e said quietly. “W

e’re goin
g to E

din
burgh

 tom
or-

row
, an

d w
e h

ave to act n
orm

ally.” A
 lon

g pause before h
e n

odded, pick
-

in
g up h

is fork
 an

d k
n

ife. Sh
e w

atch
ed as h

e began
 cuttin

g h
is steak

, th
en

 
slow

ly lean
ed forw

ard to brush
 lazy k

isses over h
is th

roat an
d jaw

. 
A

 sh
arp in

tak
e of breath

, an
d D

raco dropped h
is cutlery. H

is h
an

ds 
m

oved to h
er h

ips —
 still turn

ed to th
e side —

 an
d slid h

er sligh
tly aw

ay 
from

 h
im

. Sh
e bit h

er lip as sh
e w

obbled, feelin
g off-balan

ce. Sh
e w

oun
d 

h
er arm

s aroun
d h

is sh
oulders to steady h

erself, suppressin
g th

e urge to 
squeak

 as h
er breasts grazed h

is ch
est th

rough
 h

er th
in

 sh
irt —

 an
d an

-
oth

er sh
ift from

 un
der h

er, push
in

g h
er even

 furth
er dow

n
 h

is th
igh

s. 
H

erm
ion

e frow
n

ed, still un
steady an

d n
ow

 irritated. Sh
e w

as just 
pressed up again

st h
im

 a m
in

ute ago, an
d n

ow
 h

e w
as bein

g stubborn
. D

e-
term

in
ed, sh

e scooted closer again
, an

d h
is legs jum

ped un
der h

ers. A
 

sh
arp exh

ale, a squeeze of h
is h

an
ds on

 h
er w

aist—
 

A
n

d th
en

 sh
e w

as prom
ptly upen

ded, fallin
g over h

is k
n

ees in
 a h

eap 
on

 th
e floor. Sh

e yelped. 
“Fuck

in
g h

ell, G
ran

ger—
” 

“O
w

! T
h

at h
urt, M

alfoy!” 
H

e glared dow
n

 at h
er, furious an

d oddly h
un

ch
ed

 in
 h

is ch
air. “Y

ou’re 
a bloody idiot,” h

e grow
led, before racin

g out of th
e room

 an
d aw

ay from
 

h
er. 

>
 

O
n

 Friday, after tak
in

g a ligh
t din

n
er in

 h
er room

, H
erm

ion
e w

ash
ed an

d 
w

rapped h
erself in

 a fluffy rob
e. Sh

e exam
in

ed th
e uten

sils an
d brush

es, 
tryin

g to rem
em

ber h
ow

 sh
e’d used th

em
 a m

on
th

 ago. 
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Sh
e sat at h

er van
ity, preparin

g to apply som
eth

in
g gooey to h

er eye-
lids, w

h
en

 a tappin
g at h

er door paused h
er. T

uggin
g at th

e tie to h
er rob

e, 
H

erm
ion

e padded across h
er room

 an
d crack

ed th
e door open

. 
D

raco stood th
ere w

ith
 h

is h
an

ds in
 h

is pock
ets, an

 an
xious expression

 
on

 h
is face. H

is eyes roved over h
er rob

e on
ce. 

“A
re w

e leavin
g already?” 

“N
o,” h

e said, voice scratch
y. H

e cleared h
is th

roat. “Y
ou h

ave a visitor. 
If you’ll allow

 it.” 
H

erm
ion

e blin
k

ed at h
im

. “A
 visitor?” 

A
 voice from

 beh
in

d D
raco —

 “E
veryon

e is so fuck
in

g polite in
 th

is 
h

ouse.” 
A

n
d th

en
 P

an
sy P

ark
in

son
 w

as sh
ovin

g h
er w

ay aroun
d h

is sh
oulder 

w
ith

, “L
eave us alon

e for an
 h

our” —
 a quick

 assessin
g glan

ce to H
erm

i-
on

e —
 “or th

ree.” 
H

erm
ion

e gaped at h
er as P

an
sy slam

m
ed th

e door in
 D

raco’s face an
d

 
turn

ed to h
er w

ith
 a catlik

e sm
ile. 

“P
an

sy, you can
’t just—

” 
“M

erlin
, G

ran
ger. Y

our h
air is outrageous.” 

A
n

d th
en

 P
an

sy P
ark

in
son

’s h
an

ds w
ere in

 h
er h

air, tw
istin

g h
er curls 

as sh
e babb

led about m
ousse an

d h
ydratin

g potion
s. Sh

e ran
 h

er fin
gers 

across H
erm

ion
e’s ch

eek
s, tuttin

g over h
er sk

in
 an

d brow
s. 

H
erm

ion
e tried to protest am

idst th
e on

slaugh
t. “P

an
sy—

” 
“Y

ou h
ave excellen

t pores, but if you don
’t start m

oisturizin
g you’ll 

look
 n

in
ety at your fortieth

. I h
ave H

arper H
oddy’s H

ush
 cream

 —
 you’ll 

use it tw
ice a day for th

e n
ext—

” 
“P

an
sy.” H

erm
ion

e stopped h
er w

ith
 firm

 h
an

ds on
 P

an
sy’s th

in
 w

rists. 
“W

h
at are you doin

g h
ere?” 

P
an

sy tilted h
er h

ead back
 at h

er. “Savin
g you from

 yourself, G
ran

ger.” 
Sh

e lifted a brow
. “O

r from
 w

h
at you th

in
k

 qualifies as ‘m
ak

eup an
d 

h
air.’“ 

H
erm

ion
e blin

k
ed at h

er, but before sh
e could m

ak
e total sen

se of it, 
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m
oved to h

over n
ear th

e arm
 of th

e couch
, stan

din
g aw

k
w

ardly. D
raco 

sh
ut th

e door, an
d C

h
o w

alk
ed aroun

d th
e oth

er side. 
“I’m

 h
on

ored th
at you ch

ose m
e for your first Sh

are, M
aster M

alfoy.” 
C

h
o brush

ed h
er h

an
d over th

e back
 of th

e couch
, h

ips sw
ayin

g as sh
e 

m
oved. “W

h
at is it you’d lik

e to do?” H
erm

ion
e sw

allow
ed, glan

cin
g over 

at w
h

ere D
raco still stood silen

tly n
ear th

e door. A
 pause, an

d th
en

 C
h

o
 

m
oved beh

in
d H

erm
ion

e, h
er arm

 slith
erin

g aroun
d h

er w
aist. “O

r per-
h

aps you’d lik
e to w

atch
?” sh

e breath
ed in

 h
er ear. 

In
 a blin

k
, C

h
o h

ad spun
 h

er aroun
d an

d w
as pressin

g h
er lips dow

n
 

on
 H

erm
ion

e’s, slippin
g h

er ton
gue in

to h
er m

outh
. H

erm
ion

e gasped as 
sh

e felt h
erself pressed again

st th
e w

all, h
er m

in
d tryin

g to catch
 up as 

C
h

o’s h
an

ds roved over h
er sides, slidin

g dow
n

 to h
er h

ips. H
erm

ion
e’s 

eyes sh
ot open

, h
er h

an
ds aw

k
w

ardly graspin
g C

h
o’s elb

ow
s. Sh

e n
eeded 

to stop th
is. O

r start th
is. Sh

e w
asn

’t sure. 
C

h
o m

oved to h
er n

eck
, an

d H
erm

ion
e look

ed over at D
raco, h

er 
m

ortification
 risin

g. H
e stood stiffly in

 th
e doorw

ay, h
an

ds in
 h

is pock
ets, 

jaw
 clen

ch
ed an

d eyes fixed on
 th

e tw
o of th

em
. H

erm
ion

e drew
 in

 several 
gasps of air. Sh

e could do th
is. Sh

e n
eeded to sw

itch
 gears if th

is w
as to b

e 
believable. 

H
erm

ion
e w

rapped h
er arm

s aroun
d C

h
o’s back

 an
d pulled h

er back
 

to h
er lips. Sh

e k
issed h

er w
ith

 fervor, usin
g h

er ton
gue th

is tim
e, an

d C
h

o 
giggled again

st h
er lips. C

h
o’s h

an
ds slid up h

er h
em

lin
e to grip h

er arse, 
an

d H
erm

ion
e abruptly pulled aw

ay, pan
tin

g. Sh
e turn

ed to D
raco, an

d 
w

h
ispered, “L

et us prepare for you.” 
D

raco’s eyes sn
apped up to h

er from
 w

h
ere th

ey’d been
 track

in
g th

e 
progression

 of C
h

o’s h
an

ds. H
e lifted a brow

 at h
er. 

Sh
e disen

tan
gled h

erself from
 C

h
o an

d m
oved silk

ily tow
ard h

im
. 

“T
h

e fan
tasy you told m

e about?” H
erm

ion
e said. “O

f fin
din

g th
e tw

o 
of us in

 th
e library? ‘Studyin

g?’“ H
is eyes flash

ed as sh
e stopped in

 fron
t of 

h
im

, pressin
g h

er h
an

ds to h
is sh

oulders. Sh
e lifted on

to h
er toes, look

ed 
up from

 un
der h

er lash
es, an

d said, “L
et m

e give th
at to you.” 
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w
an

t m
e?” 

H
erm

ion
e blin

k
ed, feelin

g blood rush
 to h

er ears. 
“W

e h
ave a private booth

,” h
e said. 

D
raco sh

ifted th
em

 to stan
din

g, steadyin
g h

er on
 h

er h
eels w

ith
 a 

h
an

d on
 h

er w
aist. It brough

t h
er face to face w

ith
 C

h
o. H

er dark
 eyes 

tw
in

k
led as th

ey ran
 over H

erm
ion

e’s face an
d h

air. 
“Sh

e’s stun
n

in
g, M

aster M
alfoy,” C

h
o said, lik

e sh
e w

as appraisin
g a 

piece of art. “Y
ou dress h

er so beautifully.” 
H

erm
ion

e felt h
er face h

eat. C
h

o’s purr w
as odd, so differen

t from
 th

e 
sh

y, tom
boyish

 girl w
h

o used to outfly H
arry on

 th
e Q

uidditch
 pitch

 w
ith

 
a rin

gin
g laugh

. T
h

e girl w
h

o struggled n
ot to cry all of H

erm
ion

e’s fifth
 

year over th
e loss of C

edric. 
D

raco m
uttered a “th

an
k

s” an
d w

rapped on
e arm

 aroun
d H

erm
ion

e’s 
w

aist, tak
in

g C
h

o’s h
an

d in
 th

e oth
er. H

e led th
em

 aroun
d th

e corn
er, 

past th
e dan

cin
g girls an

d drin
k

in
g m

en
 an

d couples on
 couch

es, to th
e 

last private booth
 on

 th
e left w

all. T
h

ey w
ould h

ave plen
ty of privacy in

 
th

e corn
er, but th

is also m
ean

t every eye w
as on

 th
e th

ree of th
em

 as th
ey 

passed. 
T

h
ey h

ad a plan
. H

erm
ion

e w
ould suggest som

e alon
e tim

e w
ith

 C
h

o 
so th

ey could “prepare” for h
im

, D
raco w

ould agree, an
d h

e’d return
 tw

o 
m

in
utes later w

ith
 an

 em
ergen

cy th
at w

ould brin
g an

 en
d to th

eir sordid 
th

reew
ay. 

B
ut w

ith
 every step th

ey took
, H

erm
ion

e’s h
eart beat m

ore w
ildly, 

scared about th
e am

oun
t of tim

e sh
e h

ad an
d n

ervous about C
h

o’s part in
 

all th
is. W

h
at if C

h
o h

ad too m
an

y question
s? W

h
at if sh

e w
as too suspi-

cious or surprised to tak
e h

er seriously? 
T

h
ey reach

ed th
e corn

er b
ooth

. D
raco push

ed th
e door open

, an
d H

er-
m

ion
e w

as m
et w

ith
 th

e sigh
t of a large plush

 couch
 an

d low
 lit can

dles. 
T

h
e booth

 w
as a bit sm

aller th
an

 h
er bedroom

 at h
om

e, w
ith

 deep red 
w

allpaper an
d a low

 ceilin
g. Sh

e felt lik
e sh

e w
as en

terin
g a coffin

. 
C

h
o’s giggle from

 beh
in

d h
er push

ed h
er forw

ard, an
d H

erm
ion

e 
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P
an

sy w
as draggin

g h
er in

to h
er bath

room
 suite an

d ploppin
g h

er on
 th

e 
ch

air in
 fron

t of th
e m

irror. Sh
e frow

n
ed at th

e m
ess H

erm
ion

e h
ad left 

out. “Y
ou k

n
ow

, it n
ever ceases to aston

ish
 m

e th
at you’ve m

ade it th
is far 

in
 life un

derstan
din

g n
oth

in
g about m

ak
eup.” 

H
erm

ion
e sn

orted. “It’s sim
ple. I don

’t care.” 
P

an
sy froze, th

en
 spun

 aroun
d to face h

er. Som
eth

in
g icy in

 h
er eyes. 

“A
n

d h
ow

 is th
at w

ork
in

g out for you th
ese days, G

ran
ger?” sh

e ask
ed

 
sw

eetly. “D
oes th

at w
on

derful brain
 of yours get you everyth

in
g you n

eed 
in

 th
is n

ew
 w

orld?” 
H

erm
ion

e said n
oth

in
g, th

e tips of h
er ears burn

in
g in

 irritation
. Sh

e 
w

as righ
t. H

er clevern
ess w

ould on
ly get h

er so far. 
“N

ow
 w

e don
’t h

ave m
uch

 tim
e, so listen

 carefully.” P
an

sy sn
atch

ed up 
a th

in
 m

ak
eup brush

 an
d w

aved it in
 h

er face. “T
h

is is n
ot a

 sh
adow

 
brush

!” Sh
e slam

m
ed it dow

n
 an

d pick
ed up an

oth
er brush

. “T
h

is is a 
sh

adow
 brush

.” 
H

erm
ion

e stared at th
e tw

o brush
es —

 iden
tical in

 h
er eyes —

 an
d 

th
en

 glan
ced to P

an
sy’s irate face. P

an
sy took

 a deep, clean
sin

g breath
. 

“It’s alrigh
t.” A

 cool sm
ile. “T

h
at’s w

h
y I’m

 h
ere.” 

Sh
e pulled a pouch

 off h
er sh

oulder an
d open

ed
 it on

 th
e van

ity. 
C

ream
s, pow

ders, gels, an
d brush

es rolled out. 
“B

ut w
h

y?” H
erm

ion
e foun

d h
er voice to ask

. “W
h

y w
ould you com

e 
to h

elp?” 
P

an
sy spun

 to h
er w

ith
 a tube of som

eth
in

g. “B
ecause you look

ed atro-
cious th

e last tim
e I saw

 you at E
din

burgh
, G

ran
ger,” sh

e replied flatly. 
“L

ik
e a ch

ild h
ad dipped th

eir face in
 a clow

n
’s m

ak
eup b

ag. A
n

d as am
us-

in
g as it is to see you m

ak
e a fool of yourself, I’d rath

er D
raco n

ot suffer 
th

e con
sequen

ces of it.” 
H

erm
ion

e frow
n

ed at h
er in

 th
e m

irror. “N
ot every girl is don

e up an
d 

dressed to th
e n

in
es—

” 
P

an
sy dragged th

e ch
air to face h

er w
ith

 surprisin
g stren

gth
. “N

ot 
every girl fetch

ed sixty-five th
ousan

d G
alleon

s,” sh
e said, lean

in
g dow

n
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to m
eet H

erm
ion

e levelly. “N
ot every girl is on

 th
e arm

 of th
e M

alfoy h
eir. 

T
rust m

e w
h

en
 I say th

at you n
eed to look

 an
d act th

e part. If you can
’t 

m
ain

tain
 th

e lie, G
ran

ger,” P
an

sy said, voice sh
arpen

in
g, “you’ll en

dan
-

ger th
e en

tire M
alfoy fam

ily.” 
H

erm
ion

e pressed h
er lips togeth

er. “I’m
 w

ell aw
are of th

at, th
an

k
s.” 

P
an

sy stood uprigh
t, a brigh

t sm
ile break

in
g across h

er lips. “G
ood.” 

Sh
e push

ed a tube of som
eth

in
g in

to H
erm

ion
e’s h

an
ds. “N

ow
 m

oistur-
ize.” 

B
rush

in
g th

e cream
 over h

er sk
in

, H
erm

ion
e w

atch
ed P

an
sy sort out 

h
er m

ak
eup k

it, h
er black

 bob sw
ayin

g w
ith

 every turn
 of h

er h
ead. H

er 
eyes turn

ed dow
n

 to P
an

sy’s left forearm
. T

h
e flesh

 w
as m

an
gled an

d sil-
ver-w

h
ite. From

 th
e acid th

at Z
abin

i h
ad used. 

T
h

is w
as an

 opportun
e m

om
en

t to ask
 h

er about th
e tattoo. 

“D
id it h

urt?” sh
e ask

ed quietly. 
“D

on
’t b

e an
 idiot, G

ran
ger. Y

ou h
eard m

e scream
in

g. N
ow

 go ah
ead 

an
d ask

 th
e real question

 you w
an

t to ask
. D

on
’t pussyfoot aroun

d m
e.” 

P
an

sy cam
e at h

er w
ith

 a large m
ak

eup brush
 at th

at poin
t, prom

ptly 
coverin

g H
erm

ion
e’s em

barrassed flush
 w

ith
 a beige goo. 

“W
h

at do you k
n

ow
 about th

e tattoos?” H
erm

ion
e ask

ed, on
ce th

e 
brush

 w
as aw

ay from
 h

er m
outh

. 
“A

bsolutely n
oth

in
g.” P

an
sy dipped th

e brush
 again

. “A
ll I k

n
ow

 is 
th

at I can
 com

e an
d go as I please.” 

“B
ecause you’re ‘dead.’“ 

P
an

sy’s lips tw
itch

ed. “W
ell, yes. T

h
at does ten

d to be h
elpful.” 

P
an

sy con
tin

ued in
 silen

t con
cen

tration
, dabbin

g at h
er face an

d 
sm

udgin
g pow

ders on
to h

er ch
eek

s. H
erm

ion
e felt th

e sam
e as sh

e did in
 

fourth
 year, w

h
en

 P
arvati an

d L
aven

der fussed over h
er before th

e Y
ule 

B
all. Sh

e h
eard an

 ech
o of a scream

 boun
cin

g off black tile floors a
s P

arvati 
w

as stran
gled aroun

d a corn
er —

 L
un

a sh
outin

g—
 

Sh
e blin

k
ed, refocusin

g an
d tun

in
g back

 in
to P

an
sy, w

h
o w

as n
ow
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th
eir dates. G

oyle w
as already draggin

g Susan
 to a private booth

. H
iggs’ 

date w
as k

issin
g h

is n
eck

, h
er h

an
d squeezin

g h
im

 over th
e fron

t of h
is 

trousers as h
is eyes darted aroun

d n
ervously. A

n
d T

h
eo N

ott h
ad h

is C
ar-

row
 G

irl straddlin
g h

is lap, h
is h

an
ds rovin

g over h
er w

aist an
d th

igh
s as 

h
is k

isses m
oved dow

n
 h

er n
eck

, startin
g to m

outh
 at h

er breasts over th
e 

fabric of h
er dress. 

Fifteen
 m

in
utes of th

is. H
erm

ion
e took

 a deep breath
. T

h
is is w

h
at 

th
ey’d been

 practicin
g for, righ

t? 
Sh

e turn
ed back

 tow
ards D

raco’s n
eck

, an
d h

e lean
ed in

 as if sh
e w

as 
goin

g to w
h

isper to h
im

 again
. H

er lips brush
ed softly over h

is pulse, an
d 

sh
e felt h

is body ten
se before h

is m
uscles relaxed. T

h
e h

an
d on

 h
er w

aist 
felt as h

eavy as lead. 
H

er h
an

d cam
e up to rest on

 h
is ch

est to steady h
erself, an

d sh
e began

 
to k

iss h
is n

eck
 as sh

e usually did durin
g th

eir practice session
s. Sh

e could 
feel h

is h
eartbeat poun

din
g ben

eath
 h

er fin
gertips as sh

e pressed soft k
isses 

to h
is n

eck
 an

d jaw
. H

er ton
gue flick

ed out to taste h
im

 an
d sh

e felt h
is 

ribcage con
tract. H

is h
an

d sh
ifted to h

er h
ip as sh

e lean
ed closer, an

d h
e 

adjusted h
er in

 h
is lap, push

in
g h

er off a bit. 
Sh

e pulled back
 to question

 h
im

, but h
e w

as starin
g in

to h
is full glass 

of scotch
. A

 quick
 look

 aroun
d con

firm
ed th

at n
o on

e w
as w

atch
in

g 
th

em
. Flin

t w
as focused on

 P
en

elope, k
issin

g h
er slow

ly as h
e pressed th

eir 
h

ips togeth
er. M

on
tague h

ad lean
ed h

is girl back
 across th

e arm
 of th

e 
couch

 an
d w

as m
outh

in
g at h

er n
eck

. T
h

eo h
ad disappeared in

to a private 
booth

. 
In

 fact, D
raco seem

ed to be th
e on

ly m
ale in

 th
e room

 n
ot touch

in
g or 

k
issin

g h
is L

ot. H
erm

ion
e frow

n
ed. Sh

e’d been
 so focused on

 gettin
g 

D
raco com

fortable aroun
d h

er, sh
e’d forgotten

 th
at ow

n
ers usually w

ere 
th

e on
es to in

itiate con
tact. Sh

e n
eeded to push

 h
im

 m
ore n

ext w
eek

. 
A

 sh
adow

 crossed over th
em

, an
d H

erm
ion

e look
ed up to see C

h
o 

C
h

an
g sm

ilin
g dow

n
 dem

urely. 
“M

aster M
alfoy,” sh

e said, h
er voice low

 an
d velvety. “W

h
ere do you 
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girls n
ear th

e m
usic. B

ut sh
e n

oticed th
at th

in
gs seem

ed to b
e m

ore dis-
creet —

 n
o girls on

 th
eir k

n
ees, n

o m
oan

in
g from

 dark
 corn

ers. If th
ey 

w
an

ted th
e even

in
g to progress, th

e m
en

 w
ould drag th

eir girl in
to a pri-

vate booth
, lock

in
g th

e door beh
in

d th
em

. 
D

raco settled in
to an

 arm
ch

air, draggin
g h

er dow
n

 on
to h

is k
n

ee. A
 

C
arrow

 G
irl appeared w

ith
 drin

k
s before sh

e’d even
 settled, an

d D
raco 

took
 a glass th

at sh
e k

n
ew

 h
e w

ouldn
’t both

er sippin
g. 

“D
raco,” Flin

t said, floppin
g dow

n
 on

 th
e n

earest couch
. “I h

ear you 
h

ave quite a n
igh

t plan
n

ed.” 
D

raco look
ed over at h

im
, liftin

g a brow
. “G

lad to h
ear M

ulciber is 
just as loose-lipped as ever.” 

“Y
ou k

n
ow

,” Flin
t began

, drapin
g an

 arm
 over P

en
elope, “th

e tw
o of 

you can
 tak

e C
learw

ater for a turn
 w

h
en

ever you’d lik
e. A

s lon
g as you let 

m
e w

atch
.” H

is gaze slid up to H
erm

ion
e an

d h
e w

in
k

ed at h
er. 

“Y
our excuses to see m

y cock
 are gettin

g lazier an
d lazier, M

arcus,” 
D

raco h
um

m
ed, an

d Flin
t laugh

ed. 
“O

i, G
ran

ger. Y
ou ever been

 w
ith

 a bird before?” H
e w

iggled h
is eye-

brow
s at h

er. “E
ver fum

bled aroun
d in

 th
e G

ryffin
dor dorm

itories?” 
H

erm
ion

e’s teeth
 clen

ch
ed togeth

er, refusin
g to respon

d. 
Flin

t laugh
ed. “It’s very easy, G

ran
ger,” h

e said, lean
in

g in
. “N

o w
ork

 
at all really. Just let C

h
an

g do th
e h

eavy liftin
g, an

d you can
 just lie th

ere.” 
H

e ran
 h

is ton
gue across h

is sh
in

y n
ew

 teeth
. “P

lay to both
 of your 

stren
gth

s th
at w

ay.” 
B

efore sh
e could sn

ap back
, D

raco’s h
an

d lan
ded firm

ly on
 h

er w
aist, 

pullin
g h

er to lean
 again

st h
im

. Sh
e tried to relax, but sh

e w
as too an

xious 
about h

er h
em

lin
e. 

Sh
e turn

ed to w
h

isper in
to D

raco’s ear, “H
ow

 lon
g un

til our m
eetin

g?” 
H

is jaw
 brush

ed h
ers acciden

tally. “A
bout fifteen

 m
in

utes.” 
H

erm
ion

e n
odded, an

d turn
ed back

 to in
spect th

e room
. T

w
o C

arrow
 

G
irls h

ad com
e over an

d begun
 to dan

ce in
 th

eir section
. P

ucey an
d M

on
-

tague w
ere talk

in
g on

 th
e couch

 several yards aw
ay, th

eir arm
s aroun

d 
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grum
blin

g about h
ow

 h
er pale com

plexion
 w

as eatin
g up all h

er bron
zer. 

“Y
ou said you en

vied m
e. In

 th
e M

in
istry.” 

P
an

sy didn
’t look

 up from
 h

er palette. 
“Y

ou said you w
ere en

vious of ‘w
h

at m
y life w

ould b
e,’“ H

erm
ion

e said. 
“W

h
at did you m

ean
?” 

P
an

sy laugh
ed, a bark

 of glee th
at m

ade H
erm

ion
e jum

p in
 h

er seat. 
P

an
sy look

ed aroun
d th

e bath
room

 suite, gesturin
g w

ith
 h

er brush
. 

“D
o you th

in
k

 an
y oth

er girl h
as an

y of th
is, G

ran
ger? D

o you th
in

k
 

th
e rest of th

em
 sleep soun

dly at n
igh

t tuck
ed betw

een
 th

eir tw
elve pil-

low
s, un

afraid of a visitor in
 th

e m
iddle of th

e n
igh

t?” 
A

 h
ot w

ave of guilt an
d sorrow

 bubbled in
 H

erm
ion

e’s belly, but sh
e 

sh
oved it aside. 
“Y

ou k
n

ew
, even

 th
en

, th
at D

raco w
as goin

g to buy m
e.” 

P
an

sy stabbed a n
ew

 brush
 in

to a pow
der an

d h
um

m
ed in

 con
firm

a-
tion

. 
H

erm
ion

e took
 a breath

, h
eart poun

din
g. “D

o you k
n

ow
 w

h
y?” 

P
an

sy turn
ed to h

er, frin
ge sw

ayin
g delicately. H

er eyes took
 in

 H
er-

m
ion

e’s, studyin
g h

er, before n
arrow

in
g lik

e a predator. 
“I do,” said P

an
sy, w

ith
 a tw

ist to h
er lips. A

n
d th

en
, “E

yes closed, 
G

ran
ger,” en

din
g th

e con
versation

. 
H

erm
ion

e open
ed h

er m
outh

 to protest, but P
an

sy w
as already com

in
g 

at h
er w

ith
 th

e brush
. H

erm
ion

e closed h
er eyes, puffin

g out h
er breath

 
in

 defeat. 
O

n
ce P

an
sy began

 attack
in

g h
er eyelids, H

erm
ion

e decided to try h
er 

n
ext lin

e of question
in

g. 
“W

ill you b
e at E

din
burgh

 again
? A

s G
iulian

a?” 
“I w

ill. For th
e foreseeable future.” 

H
erm

ion
e frow

n
ed, w

atch
in

g P
an

sy blen
d colors togeth

er in
 h

er pal-
ette. W

ould sh
e alw

ays b
e forced in

to oth
er girls’ bodies, w

atch
in

g from
 

th
e sidelin

es as som
ebody else? It w

as un
fair to ask

 h
er to tak

e G
iulian

a’s 
place. U

n
fair to both

 th
em

. 
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A
n

d as th
at fire spark

ed in
 h

er, H
erm

ion
e th

ough
t of th

e red n
ails an

d
 

red lips h
er ow

n
 body h

ad w
orn

 w
h

ile driven
 b

y P
an

sy. Sh
e’d clearly don

e 
it as a favor to D

raco, just lik
e sh

e w
as h

ere n
ow

. H
e n

ever sh
ould h

ave 
ask

ed h
er. 

P
an

sy w
as sh

apin
g h

er brow
s w

h
en

 H
erm

ion
e foun

d h
er voice again

. 
“A

bout th
e n

igh
t you took

 m
y body to E

din
burgh

,” sh
e said. P

an
sy 

paused over h
er left brow

. “I w
as quite sh

ock
ed, an

d fran
k

ly felt quite vi-
olated w

ith
 th

at discovery. B
ut I realize th

at you w
ere just tryin

g to h
elp a 

frien
d.” Sh

e dropped h
er eyes to h

er h
an

ds, h
er bare fin

gern
ails. “I w

an
t 

you to k
n

ow
 th

at I don
’t h

old it again
st you.” 

P
an

sy w
as still. H

erm
ion

e glan
ced up to see an

 arch
ed brow

 directed 
dow

n
 at h

er, an
d eyes as cold as ice. 

“A
n

d w
h

at exactly am
 I apologizin

g for, G
ran

ger? For savin
g your arse? 

B
oth

 of yours?” 
H

erm
ion

e’s brow
 furrow

ed. “I don
’t expect an

 apology. I k
n

ow
 th

at 
you agreed w

h
en

 D
raco ask

ed you to go in
 m

y place—
” 

“Y
ou th

in
k

 D
raco h

ad th
e sen

se to suggest it?” P
an

sy sm
iled, low

 an
d 

catlik
e. “It w

as m
y idea, G

ran
ger. I w

as sick
 of h

earin
g B

laise m
oan

 about 
h

ow
 D

raco w
as goin

g to get h
im

self k
illed. Som

eon
e h

ad to tak
e m

atters 
in

to th
eir ow

n
 h

an
ds.” 

H
erm

ion
e stared at h

er. P
an

sy turn
ed aw

ay, flick
in

g h
er frin

ge out of 
h

er eyes an
d dabbin

g a sh
arp brush

 in
to a sm

all jar. 
“Sure, G

ran
ger. I accept your forgiven

ess. P
lease forgive m

e for seein
g 

to it th
at you’ll n

ever h
ave to experien

ce th
at potion

 yourself. O
r m

ak
e a 

fool of yourself tryin
g to h

an
dle a cock

 for th
e first tim

e in
 your life w

ith
 

fifty droolin
g m

en
 w

atch
in

g. F
orgive m

e for gettin
g m

y lips w
et so you 

could con
tin

ue playin
g h

ouse w
ith

 th
e M

alfoys for a little w
h

ile lon
ger.” 

P
an

sy slam
m

ed th
e jar dow

n
 on

 th
e coun

ter an
d turn

ed to h
er w

ith
 

th
e brush

. Sh
e tw

irled it betw
een

 h
er fin

gers, h
er eyes lock

ed on
 H

erm
i-

on
e. H

erm
ion

e sim
ply stared, closin

g h
er m

outh
 slow

ly from
 w

h
ere it h

ad 
h

un
g open

. 
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“I don
’t n

eed to b
e listen

in
g at doors,” T

h
eo sn

arled. “I k
n

ow
 just as 

m
uch

 as you do, D
raco. M

aybe m
ore.” 

Sh
e felt D

raco ch
uck

le un
der h

er. A
n

d an
 idea struck

 in
 h

er m
in

d, 
sh

arp as ligh
tn

in
g: W

h
at did T

heo kn
ow

 about h
is fath

er’s w
ork w

ith
 th

e 
tattoos? 

L
ook

in
g back

 to T
h

eo, sh
e foun

d h
im

 glarin
g daggers at D

raco before 
turn

in
g back

 to th
e table. 

“T
h

e D
ark

 L
ord w

an
ts to h

it Fran
ce from

 all sides. C
irillo brough

t in
 

th
e G

erm
an

 M
in

ister. P
ractically h

an
ded G

erm
an

y to th
e D

ark
 L

ord,” 
T

h
eo said. “So th

e C
arrow

s h
ave been

 in
structed to b

e especially accom
-

m
odatin

g w
h

en
ever C

irillo visits E
din

burgh
. A

n
d ton

igh
t sh

e w
an

ted 
C

h
arlotte.” T

h
eo took

 a deep sip from
 h

is glass, look
in

g pleased w
ith

 
h

im
self as th

e boys reacted to h
is in

form
ation

. 
D

raco w
as very stiff un

dern
eath

 h
er, an

d H
erm

ion
e rem

em
bered th

e 
w

ay M
in

ister C
irillo h

ad look
ed at h

er —
 h

ad seem
ed disappoin

ted th
at 

D
raco w

ouldn
’t sh

are h
er. Sh

e w
asn

’t th
e C

arrow
s’ property, h

ow
ever. Sh

e 
could on

ly pray th
at w

ould b
e en

ough
. 

H
erm

ion
e m

ust h
ave gon

e still as w
ell, because sudden

ly D
raco’s h

an
d 

w
as on

 h
er back

, rubbin
g softly in

to h
er stiff sh

oulders. Sh
e jum

ped, an
d

 
relaxed again

. 
T

h
e boys h

ad tran
sition

ed in
to talk

in
g about D

errick
’s stepfath

er’s 
n

ew
 m

an
or in

 G
erm

an
y. Sh

e listen
ed for m

ore details over th
e course of 

th
e n

ext h
our, but as th

e w
in

e bottles em
ptied, th

e room
 becam

e less con
-

cern
ed w

ith
 th

e political clim
ate. M

on
tague an

d P
ucey argued about 

Q
uidditch

 w
h

ile Flin
t w

h
ispered in

to P
en

elope’s ear. B
laise, D

raco, an
d 

T
h

eo rem
in

isced togeth
er about som

eth
in

g from
 fourth

 year, but T
h

eo 
k

ept gettin
g distracted b

y th
e girl in

 h
is lap. 

W
h

en
 it w

as tim
e to tran

sition
 in

to th
e L

oun
ge, H

erm
ion

e’s h
eart be-

gan
 th

um
pin

g in
 an

ticipation
. A

s th
ey w

alk
ed th

rough
 th

e doors to th
e 

L
oun

ge, H
erm

ion
e foun

d th
at little h

ad ch
an

ged. T
h

ere w
ere still gam

-
blin

g tables, private booth
s, couch

es an
d plush

 arm
ch

airs, an
d dan

cin
g 
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th
e back

. 
E

xcept for D
raco. H

er back
side w

as bare on
 h

is th
igh

, except for th
e 

lacy red k
n

ick
ers. 

H
erm

ion
e tried n

ot to squirm
 —

 sh
e k

n
ew

 h
e h

ated it w
h

en
 sh

e 
squirm

ed —
 but sh

e sh
ifted a bit, crossin

g an
d un

crossin
g h

er legs. A
 

quick
 n

arrow
ed glare from

 G
iulian

a B
ravieri settled h

er. 
W

h
en

 it w
as tim

e for th
e girls to pour th

e w
in

e, H
erm

ion
e sim

ply 
reach

ed for D
raco’s bottle from

 h
er position

 on
 h

is lap. T
h

e sen
se of de-

corum
 th

at w
as usually m

ain
tain

ed for th
e first th

irty m
in

utes of din
n

er 
h

ad dissolved com
pletely, an

d th
e girls w

ere sittin
g in

 laps as soon
 as th

e 
first w

in
e glass w

as poured. Follow
in

g h
er an

d D
raco’s lead. 

Susan
 w

as accom
pan

yin
g G

oyle again
. M

orten
sen

 w
as back

, look
in

g 
rath

er sick
ly. P

en
elope w

ith
 Flin

t, C
arrow

 G
irls w

ith
 th

e rest. T
h

eo N
ott, 

w
h

o h
ad been

 un
usually silen

t th
us far, w

as n
uzzlin

g th
e n

eck
 of a bru-

n
ette w

ith
 silk

y lon
g h

air over h
er silver collar. Sh

e brough
t h

is w
in

e glass 
to h

is lips, an
d after h

e sipped deeply w
ith

 eyes on
 h

er, h
e lean

ed in
 to k

iss 
h

er, lettin
g h

er taste th
e w

in
e on

 h
is ton

gue. 
H

erm
ion

e felt h
eat craw

lin
g up h

er n
eck

 at th
e display, sudden

ly feel-
in

g lik
e sh

e w
as trespassin

g on
 th

eir privacy. Sh
e turn

ed to look
 at D

raco, 
an

d foun
d h

im
 studyin

g T
h

eo w
ith

 n
arrow

ed eyes. H
e recovered an

d ad-
dressed th

e table. 
“W

h
ere’s C

h
arlotte ton

igh
t?” H

e brough
t h

is w
in

e to h
is lips. 

T
h

eo w
as first to respon

d, pausin
g h

is m
outh

 on
 h

is girl’s n
eck

. “M
in

-
ister C

irillo is h
ere ton

igh
t. Sh

e requested C
h

arlotte.” 
“T

h
e fuck

?” M
arcus exclaim

ed, jostlin
g P

en
elope. “C

h
arlotte can

’t b
e 

requested. I’ve been
 told explicitly—

” 
“W

ell, you don
’t h

ave G
erm

an
y in

 your back
 pock

et, do you?” T
h

eo 
sm

irk
ed. “M

in
ister C

irillo does.” 
D

raco set h
is glass dow

n
. “W

ell, aren
’t you th

e little social butterfly, 
T

h
eo.” T

h
eo scow

led, an
d B

laise h
id h

is laugh
 in

 G
iulian

a’s sh
oulder. 

“W
h

at oth
er gossip h

ave you learn
ed listen

in
g at daddy’s door?” 

C
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“D
o you still love h

im
?” sh

e fin
ally w

h
ispered, breath

 tigh
t in

 h
er 

ch
est. 
P

an
sy’s face brok

e in
to a sn

eer. “D
on

’t b
e so sen

tim
en

tal, G
ran

ger.” 
Sh

e grabbed H
erm

ion
e’s jaw

 a bit too rough
ly an

d low
ered h

er brush
 to 

h
er eyelids. “T

h
ere’s n

o place for th
at h

ere.” 
H

erm
ion

e k
ept silen

t an
d still as P

an
sy fin

ish
ed h

er eyesh
adow

, an
d 

applied eyelin
er an

d m
ascara. Sh

e exam
in

ed P
an

sy’s roun
ded n

ose an
d 

sh
arp eyes, h

er cream
y sk

in
 an

d lon
g n

eck
, rem

em
berin

g h
ow

 sh
e used to 

stum
ble on

 P
an

sy an
d D

raco in
 sixth

 year durin
g P

refect roun
ds, pressin

g 
each

 oth
er in

to corn
ers or slippin

g beh
in

d statues —
 an

d th
e w

ay D
raco’s 

th
igh

 push
ed betw

een
 P

an
sy’s as h

e k
issed h

er. 
P

an
sy started brush

in
g dust over h

er face w
ith

 a large brush
. T

h
ere 

w
ere a m

illion
 m

ore question
s sh

e w
an

ted to ask
, an

d H
erm

ion
e w

as 
about to break

 th
e silen

ce w
h

en
 P

an
sy reach

ed in
to h

er pock
et an

d pulled 
out a w

an
d. 

H
erm

ion
e’s eyes w

iden
ed, w

atch
in

g as P
an

sy used it to set th
e pow

ders 
on

 h
er face. “H

ow
 did you get a w

an
d?” 

“Just borrow
in

g. Y
our h

air n
eeds m

agical assistan
ce, G

ran
ger.” 

Sh
e w

atch
ed th

e m
irror in

 th
e corn

er of h
er eye as P

an
sy m

oved aroun
d

 
h

er, usin
g th

e w
an

d lik
e a curlin

g iron
 on

 H
erm

ion
e’s h

air. W
h

en
 sh

e w
as 

fin
ally fin

ish
ed, sh

e grabbed th
e back

 of H
erm

ion
e’s ch

air, w
ren

ch
in

g h
er 

tow
ard th

e m
irror so sh

e could see h
erself. 

H
erm

ion
e w

as a sh
adow

. A
 figm

en
t of som

eon
e’s im

agin
ation

. H
er 

ch
eek

bon
es sh

im
m

ered an
d h

er eyes sun
k

 back
. H

er brow
s w

ere crisp an
d

 
jaw

 sh
arp —

 just lik
e P

an
sy’s. H

er curls dan
ced aroun

d
 h

er face lik
e a lion

’s 
m

an
e. 

“Y
ou h

ate it, I k
n

ow
,” P

an
sy said, puttin

g h
er th

in
gs aw

ay w
ith

 a flick
 

of h
er w

an
d. “B

ut you’ll h
ave to bear it. N

ow
 let’s tak

e a look
 at your 

k
n

ick
ers.” Sh

e w
altzed out th

e bath
room

 door before H
erm

ion
e’s brain

 
caugh

t up. 
“M

y —
 m

y k
n

ick
ers?” 
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Sh
e ran

 after h
er, still on

ly in
 h

er rob
e. P

an
sy h

ad flun
g th

e arm
oire 

doors open
 an

d w
as scroun

gin
g th

rough
 its draw

ers. 
“M

erlin
, are th

ese M
cG

on
agall’s un

derth
in

gs?” sh
e m

urm
ured. 

“W
h

y do I n
eed sexy k

n
ick

ers for ton
igh

t?” H
erm

ion
e ask

ed, an
 edge 

of pan
ic in

 h
er voice. 

“Y
ou sh

ould h
ave sexy k

n
ick

ers for all th
e n

igh
ts, G

ran
ger,” P

an
sy 

said, h
oldin

g up a pair to th
e ligh

t before scrun
ch

in
g h

er n
ose an

d tossin
g 

th
em

 back
 in

 th
e draw

er. “N
ever un

derestim
ate h

ow
 m

uch
 pow

er you can
 

w
ield in

 a pair of sexy k
n

ick
ers.” Sh

e blew
 out a frustrated breath

 before 
tiltin

g h
er h

ead back
 to th

e ceilin
g an

d callin
g, “K

reach
er!” 

H
erm

ion
e’s eyes popped w

h
en

 th
e crotch

ety old elf appeared in
 th

e 
m

iddle of h
er bedroom

. 
“M

iss P
an

sy,” h
e croak

ed. H
is eyes roved over H

erm
ion

e w
ith

 a scow
l. 

H
er m

outh
 fell open

. 
“I 

n
eed 

th
e 

red 
k

n
ick

ers 
an

d 
bra 

in
 

m
y 

draw
ers,” 

said 
P

an
sy. 

“Q
uick

ly.” 
T

h
e elf popped aw

ay w
ith

 a grum
ble. H

erm
ion

e stared at th
e space h

e 
used to fill. Sh

e h
adn

’t expected to see h
im

 again
. 

“B
ut h

ow
 did you—

” Sh
e turn

ed to P
an

sy to question
 it just as a pop! 

soun
ded, m

ak
in

g h
er jum

p. A
 pair of red lacy k

n
ick

ers an
d a m

atch
in

g 
bra lay across th

e bed. 
“W

h
y is K

reach
er ob

eyin
g you? W

h
ere did you fin

d h
im

?” 
“T

h
at’s en

ough
 question

s for on
e day, G

ran
ger. N

ow
, strip!” T

h
e un

-
dergarm

en
ts w

ere sh
oved

 in
to h

er arm
s, an

d th
en

 P
an

sy w
as stan

din
g 

th
ere w

aitin
g. “O

h
, please. I’ve seen

 your body. I’ve been
 your body. Just 

get th
ose on

 so w
e can

 fit th
is dress to you.” 

H
erm

ion
e pulled th

e k
n

ick
ers on

 un
der th

e rob
e. “D

ress?” 
“I h

ad th
e elves deliver it th

is m
orn

in
g.” 

P
an

sy reach
ed in

side th
e arm

oire an
d pulled out a silk

y red dress, sh
ort 

an
d low

 an
d tigh

t. H
erm

ion
e’s h

an
ds paused in

 un
tyin

g h
er sash

. 
“I…

 I can
’t w

ear th
at.” 
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H
arper’s eyes popped at th

e sigh
t of h

er, an
d H

erm
ion

e struggled w
ith

 
th

e n
eed to pull h

er dress up an
d dow

n
. 

“E
yes up, H

arper,” D
raco’s voice sn

apped beh
in

d h
er. 

T
h

ey en
tered th

e din
in

g room
, an

d sh
e h

eard th
e am

bien
t n

oise cease 
as all eyes turn

ed on
 th

em
. M

arcus Flin
t stood from

 h
is ch

air, as h
e alw

ays 
did w

h
en

 sh
e en

tered th
e room

 —
 a display of m

ock
ery. B

ut n
ow

 h
is gaze 

slid over h
er in

 in
ten

se silen
ce, un

til—
 

“M
erlin

, you’re tryin
g to k

ill us, D
raco.” 

M
on

tague laugh
ed, run

n
in

g a h
an

d th
rough

 h
is h

air. G
oyle w

as 
turn

ed to h
er w

ith
 a w

ide, greedy expression
 on

 h
is face. 

D
raco slid beh

in
d h

er, h
is h

an
ds pressed ligh

tly on
 h

er w
aist, h

is face 
over h

er sh
oulder. “Just rem

in
din

g everyon
e w

h
at sh

e’s w
orth

.” 
A

 sh
iver dan

ced up H
erm

ion
e’s sh

oulders. H
e w

as ech
oin

g P
an

sy’s 
w

ords —
 it seem

ed sh
e’d gotten

 to h
im

 as w
ell. B

ut in
 an

oth
er life, if th

ey 
w

ere differen
t people, it m

igh
t h

ave been
 a com

plim
en

t. 
D

raco led h
er to th

eir side of th
e table, in

terruptin
g h

er th
ough

ts. 
B

laise en
tered n

ext, “G
iulian

a” trailin
g beh

in
d h

im
. T

h
e table greeted 

th
em

, but th
en

 B
laise caugh

t sigh
t of H

erm
ion

e. 
“W

ell, fuck
,” h

e laugh
ed, eyes driftin

g dow
n

 h
er body. 

T
h

e boys laugh
ed. D

raco sm
irk

ed. A
n

d before H
erm

ion
e could tak

e 
h

er position
 beh

in
d h

is ch
air, D

raco w
as pullin

g h
er in

to h
is lap. Sh

e 
lan

ded w
ith

 a gasp. T
h

e con
versation

 began
, but m

ost gazes w
ere on

 th
em

. 
Sh

e w
as supposed to serve th

e w
in

e an
d w

ait beh
in

d h
im

. 
D

raco w
as ch

an
gin

g th
e rules. 

A
s B

laise took
 h

is ch
air n

ext to D
raco, H

erm
ion

e glan
ced at P

an
sy. H

er 
eyes ran

 approvin
gly over h

er h
air an

d dress, but sh
e w

as able to m
ask

 it 
th

rough
 G

iulian
a’s eyes as earn

est curiosity. 
T

h
e dress, H

erm
ion

e w
as realizin

g, w
as n

ot m
ade to b

e sat in
. Sh

e 
w

asn
’t afraid of seam

s rippin
g, but th

e back
 of h

er dress…
w

as n
o lon

ger 
coverin

g h
er back

side. T
h

an
k

fully, th
e fron

t —
 w

h
ile un

n
ecessarily sh

ort 
—

 w
as still coverin

g h
er, so h

opefully, n
o on

e w
ould b

e th
e w

iser about 
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“K
eep an

 eye on
 h

er, M
alfoy,” San

tos said. “If an
y of th

ese pets m
an

-
aged to escape, I’d put m

y gold on
 h

er.” 
N

ott Sr. fin
ish

ed a large sw
ig of scotch

. “N
ot lik

ely,” h
e san

g. H
erm

i-
on

e’s eyes sn
apped up to h

im
. “T

h
e protection

s w
e h

ave can
n

ot b
e beat. 

T
h

ese tattoos? U
n

break
able.” 

H
erm

ion
e’s sk

in
 w

as prick
in

g. T
h

e exact in
form

ation
 sh

e n
eeded... 

“A
h

,” said M
in

ister San
tos. “So th

ese ‘tattoos’ can
n

ot b
e brok

en
, but 

th
e Fren

ch
 A

pparition
 L

in
e can

?” H
is eyes glin

ted cruelly as h
e w

atch
ed 

th
e in

sult lan
d. 

“P
recisely,” N

ott grow
led, displeasure w

ith
 th

e turn
 of con

versation
 

eviden
t on

 h
is face. “T

h
e m

agic is im
pen

etrable.”. 
“In

deed.” M
in

ister San
tos h

id a sm
irk

 beh
in

d a lon
g sw

ig of scotch
. 

“W
e h

ave gon
e furth

er th
an

 an
yon

e in
 h

istory to secure our slaves!” 
N

ott gestured to th
e w

h
ole room

, slosh
in

g h
is glass. “T

h
e A

n
cien

t E
gyp-

tian
s, th

e P
ortuguese. N

ot even
 th

e Scourers could succeed w
h

ere w
e h

ave!” 
H

e w
as draw

in
g atten

tion
, several n

earby back
s turn

ed to see th
e com

-
m

otion
. 

“R
igh

t you are, sir,” D
raco cut in

, after givin
g M

in
ister San

tos a m
ean

-
in

gful look
. “P

lease excuse us, but w
e’re late for din

n
er. E

n
joy your visit, 

M
in

ister.” H
e quick

ly steered H
erm

ion
e aw

ay. 
A

n
d it all fell in

to place. 
N

ott Sr. h
ad created th

e tattoos. 
H

erm
ion

e look
ed dow

n
, m

in
d w

ork
in

g quick
ly. 

T
h

e Scourers. 
Sh

e’d seen
 th

e term
 before. Sh

e w
as burn

in
g to get back

 to h
er room

 
to in

vestigate. 
B

ut on
e job

 at a tim
e. Sh

e took
 a deep breath

 an
d turn

ed h
er n

eck
 

slow
ly as D

raco guided h
er, eyes flittin

g to C
h

o. 
B

efore lon
g, D

raco w
as leadin

g h
er to th

e din
in

g room
. Sh

e cursed 
P

an
sy’s n

am
e as sh

e clim
bed th

e stairs ah
ead of h

im
, w

on
derin

g just h
ow

 
m

uch
 th

e dress covered from
 th

at an
gle. 
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“A
n

d w
h

y th
e h

ell n
ot?” P

an
sy sn

apped. 
“P

an
sy, it’s too m

uch
. T

h
e color is…

an
d th

e cut…
” Sh

e stam
m

ered
 

w
h

ile P
an

sy glared at h
er. “It w

ill attract so m
uch

 atten
tion

—
” 

“H
ave you h

eard n
oth

in
g of w

h
at I’ve said? Y

ou are th
e ‘G

olden
 G

irl.’“ 
Sh

e lifted a brow
. “Y

ou w
ere deem

ed th
e m

ost desirable. A
n

d n
ow

 you’re 
on

 th
e arm

 of th
e m

ost im
portan

t pure-blood h
eir —

 th
e youn

gest D
eath

 
E

ater.” P
an

sy m
oved directly in

 fron
t of h

er. “A
n

d you’re tellin
g m

e your 
place is in

 th
e back

groun
d n

ow
?” 

H
erm

ion
e stared up at h

er, m
outh

 sligh
tly open

, tryin
g to form

 th
e 

w
ords to explain

 h
er discom

fort. 
“E

n
ough

. Stop w
h

in
in

g an
d put on

 your G
ryffin

dor red,” P
an

sy said. 
H

erm
ion

e squeezed h
er eyes sh

ut an
d drew

 a sh
arp breath

. P
ick your 

battles, sh
e rem

in
ded h

erself. Sh
e took

 off h
er rob

e, clasped th
e bra, an

d 
let P

an
sy slide th

e dress over h
er torso, avoidin

g h
er eyes. It w

as a tigh
t 

squeeze aroun
d h

er h
ips, an

d P
an

sy grin
n

ed as th
ey let out a few

 seam
s. 

“I m
ean

t w
h

at I said about your arse, G
ran

ger.” H
erm

ion
e blush

ed, 
an

d P
an

sy ch
uck

led. “I m
iss it. D

raco’s n
ever been

 as atten
tive to m

y arse 
an

d h
ips as w

h
en

 I w
as in

 your body.” 
H

erm
ion

e’s breath
 caugh

t as a pleasan
t yet em

barrassin
g h

eat slid 
th

rough
 h

er vein
s. Sh

e look
ed dow

n
 an

d m
et P

an
sy’s sm

irk
. 

T
h

e clock
 ch

im
ed on

 h
er m

an
tle, startlin

g h
er. T

en
 o’clock

 already. 
P

an
sy stood, grabbin

g a pair of golden
 h

eels. Sh
e cast a C

om
fort 

C
h

arm
 on

 th
em

 th
at H

erm
ion

e m
uttered a quiet “th

an
k

s” for. H
erm

ion
e 

slid th
em

 on
 an

d lock
ed th

e collar aroun
d h

er n
eck

. B
efore sh

e could w
alk

 
to th

e door, P
an

sy stopped h
er. 

Sh
e un

capped a lipstick
, an

d h
eld h

er jaw
 steady. H

erm
ion

e jerk
ed, re-

alizin
g it w

as th
e sam

e color P
an

sy h
ad w

orn
 w

h
en

 sh
e’d gon

e to E
din

-
burgh

 in
 h

er body. 
“Is th

at really n
ecessary—

” 
“T

h
e lipstick

 is everyth
in

g, G
ran

ger. D
o you really th

in
k

 you can
 w

altz 
out th

ere in
 a red dress w

ith
out red lips?” P

an
sy h

uffed. “M
erlin

, h
ow
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you’ve gotten
 th

is far w
ith

out m
e…

” 
H

erm
ion

e rolled h
er eyes an

d let P
an

sy apply th
e lipstick

, blottin
g 

w
h

en
 sh

e dem
an

ded. Sh
e couldn

’t bear to look
 at h

erself in
 th

e m
irror 

before th
e tw

o of th
em

 m
oved dow

n
stairs. P

an
sy w

h
ispered in

struction
s 

about n
ot w

atch
in

g h
er sh

oes or fixin
g h

er posture, but all H
erm

ion
e 

could focus on
 w

as th
e n

ervous en
ergy buzzin

g in
 h

er vein
s —

 w
h

ich
 

prom
ptly began

 to roar w
h

en
 sh

e spotted D
raco at th

e fireplaces. 
H

is black
 rob

es, black
 trousers, black

 boots. H
is eyes train

ed on
 h

er 
legs as sh

e descen
ded. H

erm
ion

e look
ed aw

ay, feelin
g w

arm
 all over. P

an
sy 

said h
er goodbyes an

d fixed a few
 of H

erm
ion

e’s stray curls. Sh
e’d m

eet 
th

em
 th

ere w
ith

 B
laise on

ce sh
e w

as P
olyjuiced. 

W
ith

 a flash
 of green

 flam
es, sh

e an
d D

raco w
ere left alon

e. W
h

en
 sh

e 
look

ed at h
im

 again
, sh

e caugh
t h

im
 starin

g at h
er face an

d h
air before 

h
e turn

ed an
d began

 leadin
g th

em
 out. 

Sh
e felt lik

e a differen
t person

 as sh
e w

ob
bled beh

in
d h

im
. H

e paused 
for h

er at th
e bottom

 of th
e exterior stairs, an

d as sh
e reach

ed th
e last 

steps, h
is h

an
d reach

ed for h
ers to steady h

er. Sh
e look

ed at h
im

 quick
ly 

as h
er h

an
d grasped h

is, an
d h

is gaze drifted across h
er n

eck
 before quick

ly 
look

in
g aw

ay. 
H

is h
an

d dropped h
ers an

d th
ey con

tin
ued dow

n
 th

e path
. 

T
h

ey arrived to E
din

burgh
 as th

ey alw
ays did, th

rough
 th

e gates an
d 

up th
e stairs to th

e G
reat H

all. B
ut w

h
en

 th
e curtain

 pulled back
 at th

e 
en

tran
ce, it w

asn
’t C

h
arlotte’s face th

at greeted th
em

. 
A

 tall girl w
ith

 dark
 sk

in
 an

d a brigh
t sm

ile greeted th
em

 w
ith

 ch
am

-
pagn

e. D
raco took

 tw
o glasses from

 h
er, an

d H
erm

ion
e could see th

e 
sligh

test bit of surprise on
 h

is face. 
T

h
ey en

tered th
e G

reat H
all. H

erm
ion

e h
ad n

ever felt so exposed as sh
e 

did n
ow

, in
 P

an
sy’s dress. M

en
’s eyes on

 h
er at every turn

, drippin
g across 

h
er ch

est an
d draggin

g up h
er legs. Sh

e w
as a beacon

 in
 red, draw

in
g every 

gaze to h
er. Sh

e lifted h
er ch

in
, determ

in
ed n

ot to let h
er ch

eek
s m

atch
 

h
er dress. 
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H
er eyes caugh

t C
h

o’s from
 across th

e room
. C

h
o lifted a brow

, look
-

in
g h

er up an
d dow

n
. Sh

e sm
iled before turn

in
g back

 to M
ulciber. 

T
h

at h
elped a little. 

D
raco ch

atted w
ith

 several m
en

 th
rough

out th
e room

, stoppin
g to ask

 
after th

eir w
ives, th

eir estates. H
e steered h

er alon
g, h

is h
an

d on
 h

er back
 

pullin
g h

er to h
is h

ip w
h

en
ever a pair of w

an
derin

g eyes got too close. 
N

ott Sr. stepped in
 th

eir path
 just as D

raco tried to guide h
er upstairs. 

H
e w

as w
ell on

 h
is w

ay to drun
k

en
n

ess, an
d H

erm
ion

e th
ough

t of h
is fail-

ure in
 Fran

ce. 
“A

h
, D

raco. I h
ave som

eon
e w

h
o w

an
ts to m

eet your M
udblood.” H

e 
slurred h

is w
ords, righ

tin
g h

im
self on

 h
is can

e as h
e stum

bled. A
n

 older 
gen

tlem
an

 w
ith

 greyin
g h

air join
ed N

ott at h
is side. “I believe you’re fa-

m
iliar w

ith
 A

rm
an

do San
tos, th

e n
ew

 Span
ish

 M
in

ister.” 
D

raco sh
ook

 h
is h

an
d. “M

in
ister San

tos. A
 pleasure to see you again

. 
M

ay I presen
t to you H

erm
ion

e G
ran

ger, m
y L

ot,” h
e said elegan

tly, 
th

ough
 h

e sligh
tly tigh

ten
ed h

is grip. 
H

erm
ion

e did h
er best to m

ak
e eye con

tact an
d n

ot react as tw
o pairs 

of glazed eyes devoured h
er. D

raco’s h
an

d on
 h

er h
ip steadied h

er. 
“I’m

 quite im
pressed you w

ere able to capture h
er,” said M

in
ister San

-
tos, in

 a surprisin
gly deep voice. “I h

eard sh
e w

as a clever little M
udblood.” 

“N
ot so clever after all,” N

ott Sr. said, ch
uck

lin
g in

to h
is scotch

 glass. 
“H

as sh
e given

 you m
uch

 trouble, youn
g M

alfoy?” 
“In

 th
e begin

n
in

g,” D
raco said sm

ooth
ly. “N

ow
 sh

e’s learn
ed a few

 
lesson

s about h
ow

 to rem
ain

 com
fortable.” 

N
ott Sr. sn

orted. “Y
es, I’ve h

eard sh
e’s quite ‘com

fortable.’ T
h

eo m
en

-
tion

ed h
er private suite.” 

H
erm

ion
e felt h

er blood ch
ill. 

“W
h

at can
 I say,” D

raco said w
ith

 a sm
irk

. “I lik
e to b

e com
fortable, 

too.” 
T

h
e m

en
 laugh

ed. Sh
e felt D

raco’s ch
est rum

ble again
st h

ers, an
d h

er 
h

eartbeat calm
ed. 


