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differen
t C

arrow
 G

irl w
aitin

g quietly to pour th
e w

in
e. H

er eyes scan
n

ed, 
but still n

ot a trace of th
e straw

b
erry-blon

de. T
h

e disappoin
tm

en
t in

 h
er 

stom
ach

 tw
isted m

ore h
eavily. 

“B
e still m

y h
eart,” a voice called out as th

e door sh
ut beh

in
d th

em
, 

an
d H

erm
ion

e turn
ed to fin

d M
arcus Flin

t w
ith

 bow
in

g dram
atically at 

h
er. “M

y lady approach
es.” 

Sh
e cast h

er eyes dow
n

, ready to play h
er part. 

“N
ot your lady,” D

raco sn
apped, part w

arn
in

g, part playful edge to h
is 

voice. 
“O

h
, L

ove,” Flin
t croon

ed, “did D
raco w

h
om

p you good an
d proper 

after last w
eek

? N
ever on

e to sh
are, our boy. W

h
y don

’t you ben
d over m

y 
lap so I can

 k
iss it better?” 

T
h

e boys laugh
ed as D

raco took
 h

is seat, h
is jaw

 barely ten
sin

g before 
it loosen

ed in
 a grin

. M
ore greetin

gs an
d con

versation
 as sh

e assum
ed h

er 
position

 in
 fron

t of th
e w

in
dow

. Sh
e took

 an
 in

ven
tory of th

e girls aroun
d 

th
e table, startin

g at h
er righ

t: several C
arrow

 G
irls w

h
o usually rotated 

aroun
d H

iggs, D
errick

, an
d W

arrin
gton

; Susan
 beh

in
d G

oyle; an
d P

en
el-

ope beh
in

d Flin
t. B

ut M
orten

sen
 w

as absen
t from

 h
er place beh

in
d P

ucey’s 
ch

air, replaced w
ith

 a C
arrow

 G
irl. 

Sh
e cataloged th

e in
form

ation
 an

d m
oved on

 before losin
g h

er breath
 

at th
e sigh

t of th
e Italian

 M
in

ister’s n
iece stan

din
g beh

in
d Z

abin
i’s ch

air. 
G

iulian
a B

ravieri look
ed so sm

all. H
er eyes starin

g dow
n

 at h
er sh

oes, h
er 

w
rists th

in
 an

d crossed subm
issively in

 fron
t of h

er stom
ach

. H
erm

ion
e’s 

h
eart ach

ed, bile risin
g in

 h
er th

roat at th
e rem

in
der of w

h
at sh

e’d been
 

th
rough

, follow
ed b

y sh
arp an

ger. So m
uch

 for h
er “n

ot appearin
g an

y-
tim

e soon
.” B

ut th
en

, perh
aps D

raco h
adn

’t k
n

ow
n

 sh
e w

ould b
e h

ere to-
n

igh
t. 

T
en

 girls stepped forw
ard, pourin

g w
in

e in
to crystal glasses, an

d before 
sh

e could return
 to th

e w
all, D

raco’s arm
 w

as aroun
d h

er w
aist, guidin

g 
h

er to h
is lap. O

th
er th

an
 Z

abin
i liftin

g a th
eatrical brow

 at th
em

, n
o on

e 
else 

said 
a 

w
ord 

about 
it. 

H
erm

ion
e 

w
as 

quite 
pleased 

w
ith

 
th

eir 
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w
h

at your fath
er w

as research
in

g in
 m

y library.” T
h

eo open
ed h

is m
outh

. 
“A

n
d don

’t feed m
e an

y bollock
s about th

e A
pparition

 L
in

e,” D
raco con

-
tin

ued, cuttin
g over h

im
. “I saw

 h
im

 lurk
in

g in
 th

e oth
er section

s.” 
A

 stilln
ess sw

ept over th
e table. T

h
eo’s face flush

ed at bein
g put on

 th
e 

spot, an
d clearly n

ot in
 a w

ay h
e en

joyed. 
“I’ll tak

e th
at bet,” Flin

t said w
ith

 a glin
t in

 h
is eye. “E

specially sin
ce 

T
h

eodore is pan
ick

in
g.” 

T
h

e table ch
uck

led. T
h

e straw
b

erry-blon
de cooed in

to T
h

eo’s ear an
d 

rubbed h
is sh

oulders as h
e scow

led. H
erm

ion
e felt h

er pulse spik
e, feedin

g 
off th

e in
trigue, an

d sh
e quick

ly look
ed dow

n
 at th

e table to h
ide h

er ea-
gern

ess. 
T

h
eo scow

led, drum
m

in
g h

is fin
gers on

 th
e table. “W

ell, I’m
 on

ly in
 

if D
raco tells us w

h
ere D

addy M
alfoy h

as been
.” 

D
raco’s ribs expan

ded again
st h

ers, an
d sh

e saw
 th

e corn
er of h

is 
m

outh
 lift. H

e m
ade quite a sh

ow
 of look

in
g dow

n
 at h

is cards, w
eigh

in
g 

th
e option

s. 
“W

h
at do you th

in
k

, G
ran

ger?” h
e lilted. “T

h
in

k
 m

y cards are good 
en

ough
?” 

Sh
e blin

k
ed at h

is h
an

d, n
ot sure h

ow
 to an

sw
er, but k

n
ow

in
g it didn

’t 
m

atter —
 h

e w
as on

ly buyin
g tim

e. Sh
e th

ough
t of th

e oth
er girls’ h

an
ds 

trailin
g th

rough
 th

e boys’ h
air or slidin

g dow
n

 collar bon
es —

 th
e w

ays 
in

 w
h

ich
 it w

as typical to flirt an
d touch

 an
d tease. 

H
erm

ion
e pluck

ed a card
 from

 th
e m

iddle of D
raco’s h

an
d an

d re-
placed it on

 th
e en

d. Sh
e lean

ed closer, an
d loudly w

h
ispered, “I th

in
k

 
T

h
eo’s about to spill all h

is secrets.” 
T

h
e boys burst in

to laugh
ter —

 m
ore raucous th

an
 th

e quip w
arran

ted. 
It w

asn
’t terribly w

itty, but perh
aps th

ey w
ere am

used th
at it w

as said b
y 

h
er. T

h
at sh

e w
as playin

g th
eir gam

e. 
“N

ow
 th

e gam
e can

 start!” Flin
t yelled over th

e din
. “I w

on
dered w

h
en

 
you’d sh

ow
 up, G

ran
ger!” 

“A
bout tim

e. N
ot n

early as cozy as th
ey w

ere last w
eek

—
” 
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“Fin
ally w

arm
in

g up over th
ere—

” 
“—

back
 to th

at sw
otty posture again

, probably ach
in

g for a sh
ag w

ith
 

M
alfoy gon

e th
e last w

eek
—

” 
H

erm
ion

e let th
e w

ords w
ash

 over h
er, strain

in
g a tigh

t-lipped sm
ile 

dow
n

 at D
raco’s cards. P

an
sy h

ad been
 doin

g som
eth

in
g differen

t. Som
e-

th
in

g cozier. A
n

d th
ey’d n

oticed th
e differen

ce. 
Sh

e tried to relax back
 in

to D
raco’s arm

 an
d sh

oulder, tiltin
g h

er body 
tow

ards h
im

. H
e w

as still as ston
e again

, n
o h

elp at all. Figh
tin

g back
 h

er 
irritation

, sh
e w

iggled closer, tryin
g to get as cozy as P

an
sy m

igh
t h

ave 
been

 —
 on

ly to b
e stopped b

y h
is h

an
d squeezin

g h
er leg in

 w
arn

in
g. A

s 
th

ey tossed cards back
 an

d forth
, sh

e allow
ed th

e arm
 restin

g on
 th

e back
 

of h
is ch

air to drape across h
is sh

oulders. 
Sh

e tried n
ot to feel stun

g, k
n

ow
in

g h
e h

adn
’t been

 th
is cold w

ith
 

P
an

sy last w
eek

. P
erh

aps sh
e sim

ply n
eeded to try h

arder. L
et h

im
 k

n
ow

 
th

at sh
e w

as com
fortable. 

T
h

eo w
on

 h
is h

an
d, allow

ed to k
eep h

is secrets for a bit lon
ger. D

raco 
spread h

is cards on
 th

e table, an
d H

erm
ion

e in
ferred

 th
at h

e h
ad w

on
 as 

w
ell. 

Sh
e felt h

er h
eart poun

din
g in

 h
er ch

est as sh
e decided to try som

e-
th

in
g else —

 celebratin
g h

is w
in

. P
ressin

g h
er foreh

ead to h
is tem

ple, an
d 

pain
tin

g on
 a coy sm

ile, H
erm

ion
e tilted h

er face up, reach
in

g for h
is 

m
outh

 w
ith

 h
ers. 

T
h

e barest brush
 of h

er bo
ttom

 lip across th
e corn

er of h
is m

outh
—

 
A

n
d D

raco jerk
ed h

is face back
, th

e sm
allest m

ovem
en

t of h
is n

eck
, 

lik
e h

e’d dodged th
e sw

in
g of a sw

ord. 
Sh

e froze, feelin
g h

is en
tire body seize up, h

is ribs n
o lon

ger m
ovin

g 
again

st h
ers. 

E
m

barrassm
en

t flooded h
er ch

est an
d n

eck
, w

ork
in

g its w
ay to h

er 
ch

eek
s. Sh

e’d tried to k
iss h

im
, an

d h
e’d rejected h

er. Sh
e didn

’t dare look
 

at h
im

, starin
g at h

er lap as h
er face burn

ed. H
e con

tin
ued sh

ufflin
g h

is 
n

ew
 h

an
d as if n

oth
in

g h
ad h

appen
ed. 
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itch
y w

ith
 guilt an

d em
barrassm

en
t in

 every place th
at h

ad just been
 in

 
con

tact w
ith

 D
raco’s body. 

“V
ery w

ell, th
en

. E
n

joy th
e rest of your din

n
er.” N

arcissa glided out of 
th

e room
 w

ith
 a ch

eek
y w

in
k

. 
H

erm
ion

e dropped h
er h

ead in
to h

er h
an

ds as soon
 as sh

e turn
ed th

e 
corn

er. “O
h

 god,” sh
e groan

ed. 
D

raco sh
ifted on

 h
is feet before excusin

g h
im

self w
ith

 an
 un

in
telligi-

ble m
um

ble, leavin
g h

er alon
e in

 th
e din

in
g room

 w
ith

 on
ly h

er burn
in

g 
sk

in
 an

d guilty con
scien

ce. 

>
 

O
n

 Friday, th
ey follow

ed th
e n

ow
-fam

iliar path
 to th

e courtyard, th
ough

 
sh

e fell in
 step w

ith
 h

im
 easily th

is tim
e. Sh

e refrain
ed from

 playin
g w

ith
 

h
er collar as best sh

e could, but sh
e felt th

e n
ote burn

in
g h

er sk
in

. Sh
e’d 

debated about it all day T
h

ursday, but still didn
’t feel lik

e sh
e sh

ould tell 
D

raco about th
e n

ote yet. Sh
e could on

ly pray th
at sh

e’d h
ave an

oth
er op-

portun
e m

om
en

t alon
e w

ith
 th

e straw
b

erry-blon
de. 

W
h

en
 C

h
arlotte greeted th

em
 w

ith
 ch

am
pagn

e, H
erm

ion
e studied 

h
er carefully. B

ut th
e brun

ette sim
ply sm

iled an
d toasted th

em
 as th

ey 
passed, h

er eyes quick
ly flittin

g aw
ay. H

erm
ion

e tried to k
eep eye con

tact, 
tried to com

m
un

icate w
ith

 h
er, but th

e curtain
 closed on

 th
em

 w
h

ile sh
e 

turn
ed to greet an

oth
er guest. 

Sh
e foun

d C
h

o h
an

gin
g off of M

ulciber’s arm
 across th

e G
reat H

all, 
sm

ilin
g as h

is h
an

d drifted low
er on

 h
er back

. B
ut H

erm
ion

e’s in
terest 

w
as elsew

h
ere, h

er eyes w
ide an

d alert for an
y sign

 of th
e straw

b
erry-

blon
de. B

efore sh
e could get a decen

t look
 aroun

d th
e room

, D
raco w

as 
leadin

g h
er up th

e tw
istin

g steps, passin
g H

arper’s ch
eck

, an
d th

rough
 th

e 
doors to th

e din
in

g room
. H

erm
ion

e sw
allow

ed h
er disappoin

tm
en

t, 
w

on
derin

g if sh
e’d m

ade a m
istak

e b
y n

ot tellin
g h

im
. 

T
h

e first th
in

g sh
e n

oticed w
as B

laise Z
abin

i laugh
in

g jovially at som
e-

th
in

g N
ott h

ad said. H
er eyes darted beh

in
d N

ott’s ch
air an

d foun
d a 
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forw
ard, lettin

g h
is volum

es flutter open
 to vibran

t colors an
d pattern

s. 
It w

as dan
gerous, sh

e k
n

ew
, given

 h
er h

istory of feelin
gs for h

im
 —

 
but sh

e couldn
’t see a w

ay aroun
d th

e n
eed to build trust. A

 solid con
n

ec-
tion

 w
ith

 h
im

, if n
ot a frien

dsh
ip. Sh

e ign
ored th

e n
igglin

g voice in
 h

er 
h

ead th
at told h

er sh
e didn

’t w
an

t to fin
d an

oth
er w

ay. 
O

n
 W

edn
esday, sh

e pick
ed off h

is plate w
h

ile sittin
g again

st h
is ch

est. 
H

e fough
t h

er for th
e last of h

is potatoes, h
is fork

 jabbin
g at h

er fin
gers 

w
h

en
 sh

e reach
ed for th

em
. H

er pulse th
rum

m
ed as sh

e sm
iled an

d tried 
to offer h

im
 th

e potato, pressin
g it to h

is lips. H
e rolled h

is eyes an
d turn

ed 
h

is face aw
ay. 

T
h

at’s h
ow

 N
arcissa M

alfoy foun
d th

e tw
o of th

em
 —

 w
ith

 H
erm

ion
e 

in
 h

er son
’s lap, h

is arm
 w

rapped aroun
d h

er w
aist, an

d h
er tryin

g to feed 
h

im
 as h

e dram
atically tw

isted h
is h

ead from
 side to side. 

“O
h

,” N
arcissa said. 

H
erm

ion
e gasped, tum

blin
g out of D

raco’s lap. D
raco jum

ped up, 
k

n
ock

in
g over h

is w
in

e glass. 
“W

e w
eren

’t—
” 

“T
h

is isn
’t w

h
at it look

s—
” 

“It’s on
ly th

at—
” 

“C
ouldn

’t h
ave knocked, M

oth
er?” 

“M
y,” N

arcissa h
um

m
ed, an

d H
erm

ion
e felt h

er face turn
 beet red at 

th
e barely con

cealed grin
 spreadin

g across h
er features. “D

on
’t let m

e in
-

terrupt.” 
“Y

ou’re n
ot in

terruptin
g an

yth
in

g,” D
raco said quick

ly, alm
ost sh

out-
in

g th
e w

ords. H
e started to push

 in
 h

is ch
air, sh

ovin
g it rough

ly after it 
sk

idded n
oisily on

 th
e floor. 

“N
o, n

o.” N
arcissa w

aved h
er h

an
ds. “P

lease fin
ish

 your m
eal. I in

sist.” 
A

n
d w

ith
 a spark

le in
 h

er eye, sh
e said, “Is th

ere an
yth

in
g I can

 brin
g you? 

M
ore w

in
e? P

erh
aps th

e elves can
 brin

g dessert?” 
“M

oth
er,” D

raco h
issed in

 w
arn

in
g. 

H
erm

ion
e stared at h

er sh
oes, pulse poun

din
g in

 h
er ears. H

er sk
in

 felt 
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Soon
 en

ough
, h

er em
barrassm

en
t gave w

ay to a boilin
g fury. H

e w
as 

goin
g to jeopardize th

em
. H

e couldn
’t accept a k

iss from
 h

is L
ot? W

h
at 

did th
at say? 

H
ad an

yon
e seen

? 
T

h
e soun

d in
 th

e room
 return

ed to h
er slow

ly as sh
e lifted h

er h
ead. 

T
h

e boys w
ere ch

attin
g an

d passin
g cards. N

o eyes w
ere on

 th
em

, but th
ere 

w
as som

eth
in

g m
alicious about th

e w
ay M

arcus Flin
t grin

n
ed at th

e table, 
h

is fan
cy teeth

 cuttin
g in

to h
is lip. 

Sh
e felt D

raco’s ribs m
ovin

g again
, an

d h
eard h

im
 sw

allow
. H

erm
ion

e 
stiffen

ed at th
e rem

in
der th

at h
e w

as th
ere. 

T
h

ey n
eeded to talk

. T
h

ey n
eeded a discussion

 about w
h

at th
eir beh

av-
ior w

as to con
sist of. H

e’d sn
arled at h

er last w
eek

, con
descen

ded at h
er 

ability to play-act, an
d th

en
 proceeded to sabotage h

er on
ce sh

e’d actually 
tried to play th

e gam
e. Sh

e breath
ed deep, rem

in
din

g h
erself th

at sh
e 

couldn
’t sh

ow
 h

ow
 sh

e felt w
ith

 so m
an

y w
atch

ful eyes in
 th

e room
. 

“Y
our roll, M

alfoy.” 
H

iggs slid th
e dice over to D

raco, an
d sh

e felt h
is arm

 exten
d to reach

 
for th

em
. 

“Y
ou gon

n
a let h

er w
ish

 you luck
?” P

ucey teased. 
Sh

e’d seen
 alm

ost every girl blow
 on

 th
e dice before th

ey w
ere th

row
n

. 
A

 flirty sm
ile an

d pursed lips before th
eir h

eads bow
ed. A

n
d w

h
ile sh

e 
w

ish
ed for n

oth
in

g m
ore th

an
 th

e freedom
 to refuse an

oth
er opportun

ity 
to b

e h
um

iliated, sh
e k

n
ew

 sh
e h

ad to put on
 a sh

ow
. 

D
raco h

eld th
e dice in

 fron
t of h

er. Sh
e laid delicate fin

gers on
 h

is 
w

rist, h
oldin

g h
im

 in
 place, an

d look
ed up to h

is eyes as sh
e blew

 cool air 
across h

is fin
gertips. 

H
e sw

allow
ed. A

n
d h

is eyes flash
ed. 

A
 ch

uck
le from

 across th
e table. “W

e all k
n

ow
 h

ow
 m

uch
 G

ran
ger 

loves to ‘blow
.’“ 

Sh
e blin

k
ed, th

e spell brok
en

 th
e m

om
en

t th
e w

ords registered. Sh
e 

released h
is w

rist, an
d h

e turn
ed aw

ay as th
e cack

lin
g of h

yen
as ricoch

eted 
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off th
e w

alls. 
“T

oo bad, sh
e really does n

eed th
at potion

 to loosen
 up—

” 
P

an
sy h

ad perform
ed oral sex w

h
ile in

 h
er body. 

“I’d give you an
 ‘E

,’ G
ran

ger. M
aybe an

 ‘O
,’ but you’d h

ave to let m
e 

judge firsth
an

d—
” 

It h
ad been

 h
er m

outh
, h

er ton
gue. 

H
er th

roat w
as dry as D

raco brush
ed th

em
 off w

ith
 a forced sm

ile an
d

 
tossed th

e dice. Sh
e sat ram

rod straigh
t in

 h
is lap w

h
ile th

e roun
d w

as 
played, push

in
g aw

ay th
e im

ages un
til h

er h
eart stopped poun

din
g in

 h
er 

ears an
d h

er breath
in

g steadied. 
H

erm
ion

e h
ad n

ever…
 sh

e didn
’t k

n
ow

 h
ow

. Sh
e could on

ly assum
e 

th
at P

an
sy P

ark
in

son
 k

n
ew

 w
h

at sh
e w

as doin
g, but h

opefully sh
e didn

’t 
m

ak
e H

erm
ion

e out to b
e som

e k
in

d of ex
pert. 

Sh
e sh

ook
 off th

ese question
s. D

raco h
ad told h

er th
at th

in
gs w

ould b
e 

m
uch

 calm
er —

 th
at h

e an
d P

an
sy h

ad played th
eir parts con

vin
cin

gly. 
Sh

e h
ad to focus on

 th
e gam

e an
d th

e secrets. Sh
e could deal w

ith
 h

im
 

later. 
B

ut a stray th
ough

t sn
uck

 th
rough

 as th
e boys th

rew
 in

 th
eir G

alleon
s. 

W
h

at did D
raco see w

h
en

 h
e look

ed at h
er n

ow
? D

id h
e picture h

er on
 h

er 
k

n
ees, un

buck
lin

g h
im

? H
is eyes h

ad been
 on

 h
er m

outh
 last Friday n

igh
t, 

after P
an

sy left th
rough

 th
e Floo. W

as h
e rem

em
berin

g it? 
A

 h
an

d pressed ligh
tly betw

een
 h

er sh
oulder blades. H

er sk
in

 jum
ped, 

an
d sh

e realized sh
e w

as ten
se as a board an

d an
grily starin

g off in
to space. 

Sh
e breath

ed deep, push
in

g aw
ay th

ese w
orrisom

e th
ough

ts an
d refo-

cusin
g. T

h
e boys w

ere just offerin
g th

eir secrets as sh
e relaxed back

 in
to 

D
raco’s h

an
d. 

“I h
ave som

eth
in

g th
at h

as poten
tial —

 n
ow

 th
at w

e’re in
 th

e fin
al 

roun
d,” Flin

t said w
ith

 a sm
irk

. H
is eyes lock

ed on
 h

ers as h
e said, “I h

ap-
pen

 to k
n

ow
 th

e fate of on
e R

on
ald W

easley.” 
A

 cold w
ave of dread crash

ed th
rough

 h
er. A

n
d sh

e k
n

ew
 sh

e h
adn

’t 
been

 able to tem
per h

er expression
. Flin

t’s eyes gleam
ed. Sh

e felt th
e h

an
d 
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Sh
e frow

n
ed, k

n
ow

in
g sh

e h
ad n

oth
in

g but pure speculation
. 

N
ot w

an
tin

g to push
 h

im
 too m

uch
 after th

e previous even
in

g, sh
e re-

frain
ed from

 ask
in

g m
ore question

s. Sh
e sat quietly in

 h
is lap as h

e fin
-

ish
ed h

is w
in

e an
d ate h

is m
eal, h

er m
in

d sortin
g th

rough
 all sh

e’d 
learn

ed. 
Sh

e w
as disappoin

ted b
y h

ow
 m

uch
 h

e didn
’t k

n
ow

 —
 h

ow
 m

uch
 sh

e 
still didn

’t k
n

ow
—

 but at least it w
as a start. Sh

e didn
’t h

ave th
e sen

se th
at 

h
e’d lied or w

ith
h

eld in
form

ation
 from

 h
er. M

ore im
portan

tly, th
ey 

seem
ed to b

e m
ak

in
g progress on

 an
 in

terperson
al level. D

espite th
e even

-
in

g’s rock
y start, th

ey h
adn

’t fough
t, w

h
ich

 w
as a sign

ifican
t im

prove-
m

en
t. 

T
h

e n
ext n

igh
t, sh

e ate early an
d fin

ish
ed h

er w
in

e quick
ly, givin

g h
er 

th
e courage sh

e n
eeded to push

 th
eir boun

daries a b
it farth

er. Sh
e spen

t 
th

e m
eal curled in

to h
is side, run

n
in

g h
er fin

gers th
rough

 h
is h

air as h
e 

pok
ed at h

is vegetables. Sh
e n

oticed th
at h

e h
eld h

er eye lon
ger th

an
 usual, 

an
d sh

e tried h
er best to ign

ore th
e flutterin

g in
 h

er ch
est each

 tim
e it 

h
appen

ed. 
“W

h
at about th

e L
oun

ge,” sh
e ask

ed. 
Sh

e felt h
im

 breath
e before sayin

g, “W
h

at about it?” 
“I’ve on

ly been
 on

ce.” Sh
e took

 a deep sip from
 h

er w
in

e glass. “Y
ou 

said th
e atm

osph
ere is calm

er—
?” 

“T
h

is is fin
e,” h

e cut h
er off. “W

h
at w

e’re doin
g h

ere”—
h

is h
an

d ges-
tured betw

een
 th

em
—

”w
ill b

e fin
e for Friday.” 

Sh
e lifted a brow

, but k
ept h

er reservation
s to h

erself. T
h

ey’d cross th
at 

bridge later, but for n
ow

, sh
e didn

’t w
an

t to upset th
eir progress. It w

as 
still too fragile. 

A
s th

e w
eek

 progressed, D
raco began

 to distract h
er th

ough
ts even

 
m

ore th
an

 usual. Sh
e h

ad to in
crease th

e am
oun

t of tim
e sh

e spen
t O

c-
cludin

g in
 th

e m
orn

in
g so sh

e could stay on
 task

 th
e rest of th

e day w
h

ile 
sh

e scoured th
e P

roph
et an

d con
tin

ued research
in

g. 
B

ut at n
igh

t, w
h

en
 it w

as just th
e tw

o of th
em

, sh
e pulled h

is sh
elf 
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assuran
ce th

at sh
e’d b

e less reactive th
is tim

e. A
t 8:12, sh

e fin
ally h

eard 
footsteps draggin

g across th
e ston

es. W
h

en
 sh

e turn
ed to lift a brow

 at 
h

im
, h

e look
ed very m

uch
 lik

e a ch
ild th

at h
ad been

 dragged w
ith

 h
is 

paren
t to th

e office for th
e day —

 scow
lin

g w
ith

 bored eyes, resign
ed to 

h
avin

g a terrible tim
e. 

“G
ood even

in
g,” sh

e lilted sarcastically. 
H

e sh
uffled to h

is place at th
e table w

ith
out a w

ord. O
n

ce h
e w

as seated, 
sh

e stood, poured h
is w

in
e, an

d sat determ
in

edly in
 h

is lap, as if darin
g 

h
im

 to ob
ject. H

is expression
 didn

’t ch
an

ge as sh
e tugged h

er plate of food 
closer, sipped h

er w
in

e, or m
un

ch
ed on

 th
e fin

ger food th
at R

em
m

y h
ad 

sen
t as th

eir first course. 
“I h

ave an
oth

er question
,” sh

e said prim
ly, break

in
g th

e silen
ce. H

e 
didn

’t respon
d, ign

orin
g h

er gaze borin
g in

to h
im

 as h
e dran

k
 deeply 

from
 h

is w
in

e. “W
h

ere is your fath
er?” 

T
h

at earn
ed h

er a scow
l, an

d h
e plun

k
ed h

is glass back
 on

 th
e table. 

“Y
ou k

n
ow

 I can
’t tell you th

at.” 
“Y

ou w
ere about to gam

ble th
at in

form
ation

 aw
ay on

 Friday.” 
“I k

n
ew

 I w
as goin

g to w
in

.” 
“Y

ou tied. T
h

at w
as h

ardly w
in

n
in

g.” Sh
e felt h

is ribs expan
d again

st 
h

ers w
ith

 a deep breath
. “Y

ou w
ere on

ly goin
g to n

am
e th

e coun
try,” sh

e 
con

tin
ued, in

 a gen
tler ton

e. “Y
ou can

’t even
 give m

e th
at?” 

T
h

e expression
 th

at flash
ed th

rough
 h

is eyes m
om

en
tarily stun

n
ed 

h
er. A

 softn
ess th

at told h
er m

aybe sh
e could ask

 an
yth

in
g of h

im
. Sh

e 
blin

k
ed at h

im
 over h

er w
in

e glass, an
d it w

as gon
e. 

P
erh

aps sh
e’d im

agin
ed it. 

“R
om

an
ia.” H

is lon
g fin

gers toyed w
ith

 th
e w

h
ite tablecloth

. “T
h

at’s 
all I k

n
ow

.” 
“R

om
an

ia,” sh
e repeated, w

illin
g h

er h
eartbeat to calm

. “H
e’s gon

e 
in

defin
itely?” 

D
raco n

odded. “H
e can

 m
ak

e em
ergen

cy Floo calls, but h
e’s n

ot to b
e 

disturbed un
less strictly n

ecessary.” 
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on
 h

er back
 ten

se as w
ell. 

“A
n

d h
ow

 w
ould you k

n
ow

 th
at?” T

h
eo sn

eered. “N
o on

e’s h
eard of 

h
im

 for m
on

th
s.” 

Flin
t sh

rugged, still sm
irk

in
g. “M

y potion
 is n

o lon
ger available at E

d-
in

burgh
. I h

ave to m
ak

e h
ouse calls th

ese days. Y
ou w

ouldn
’t believe th

e 
th

in
gs I’ve learn

ed in
 exch

an
ge for a sm

all discoun
t.” 

H
erm

ion
e’s h

eart th
rum

m
ed. It soun

ded lik
e R

on
 w

as alive. A
n

d Flin
t 

k
n

ew
 w

h
ere h

e w
as bein

g k
ept. 

“B
ut it is a h

uge secret, you k
n

ow
,” Flin

t said w
ith

 a pout. “I feel lik
e 

w
e sh

ould up th
e an

te if I’m
 goin

g to reveal th
is.” 

Flin
t look

ed directly at D
raco. D

raco respon
ded in

 a level voice, “I can
 

reveal n
o m

ore th
an

 th
e coun

try m
y fath

er is in
, I’m

 afraid.” 
“I don

’t care to k
n

ow
 th

at. T
ruly.” Flin

t sh
rugged, h

is eyes fallin
g on

 
H

erm
ion

e again
. Sh

e h
ad th

e sin
k

in
g sen

sation
 th

at h
e w

as playin
g w

ith
 

th
em

, lik
e a cat battin

g a m
ouse. “B

ut I w
ill w

ager th
at secret again

st a 
k

iss from
 th

e G
olden

 G
irl.” 

H
erm

ion
e h

eld h
er breath

. Sh
e h

eard D
raco’s jaw

 click
, an

d th
e w

eigh
t 

in
 h

er stom
ach

 dropped. H
e w

ould declin
e. A

n
d th

en
 sh

e w
ould h

ave n
o 

idea w
h

at h
ad h

appen
ed to R

on
. 

H
er lips parted before D

raco could tak
e a breath

. “O
n

e m
easly k

iss?” 
Sh

e lifted a brow
 im

itatin
g th

e boy ben
eath

 h
er an

d said, “T
h

at’s an
 easy 

bet to tak
e. H

ardly fair for you, th
ough

.” 
Flin

t w
in

k
ed at h

er. “Y
ou sell yourself sh

ort, G
ran

ger. P
erh

aps th
at’s 

just h
ow

 m
adly I desire you.” 

D
raco ten

sed, about to jum
p in

, about to en
d th

is. 
“H

ow
 could m

y m
aster refuse?” sh

e quick
ly replied. “It costs h

im
 n

oth
-

in
g if h

e loses.” 
T

h
e h

an
d on

 h
er back

 lifted, an
d sh

e h
eard th

e arm
 of th

e ch
air creak

 
un

der th
e strain

 of a h
an

d squeezin
g it. 

T
h

e boys w
ere silen

t, w
atch

in
g th

e un
spok

en
 ten

n
is m

atch
 betw

een
 

th
e tw

o h
eads of th

e table. B
ut th

e m
atch

 w
as w

on
, an

d D
raco k

n
ew

 it. 



Th
e
 a

u
c
tio

n
 

3
2
2
 

Sh
e could feel th

e an
ger radiatin

g off of h
im

 even
 as h

e said, “O
f course. 

A
n

 excellen
t w

ager.” 
A

ll eyes turn
ed to th

e cards as D
raco an

d Flin
t played, pullin

g n
ew

 
h

an
ds an

d rollin
g th

e dice. Sh
e judged D

raco’s success off of T
h

eo, w
h

o 
h

ad n
o pok

er face. T
h

e m
ore disappoin

ted h
e look

ed, th
e better D

raco 
w

as doin
g. 

W
h

en
 th

ey both
 fin

ally laid out th
eir cards, th

e en
tire table released a 

breath
. H

erm
ion

e w
aited. 

“Fuck
,” M

on
tague w

h
ispered, run

n
in

g a h
an

d th
rough

 h
is h

air. 
“It’s a draw

, sw
eeth

eart,” Flin
t said to h

er from
 across th

e table, h
is lips 

tw
isted in

 an
 arrogan

t sm
ile. “Such

 a sh
am

e. I w
ould h

ave lik
ed to h

ave 
tasted you just on

ce.” H
e m

ade a sh
ow

 of lick
in

g h
is lips at h

er as th
e boys 

laugh
ed an

d D
raco stoically clean

ed up h
is cards. Flin

t lean
ed closer, 

sch
oolin

g h
is features in

 a m
ock

 pout. “A
n

d I’m
 sure you desperately 

w
an

ted to k
n

ow
 about your W

easley. Such
 a pity.” 

Flin
t tapped h

is ch
in

, as if deep in
 th

ough
t. 

“I’ll tell you w
h

at,” h
e said, sh

iftin
g P

en
elope off h

is lap. “I’ll still re-
veal m

y secret if you give m
e th

at k
iss. G

ood an
d proper, n

ow
.” 

Sh
e felt h

er pulse in
 h

er fin
gertips. T

h
en

 D
raco scoffed an

d pluck
ed up 

h
is w

in
e glass, drain

in
g th

e con
ten

ts an
d preparin

g to excuse th
em

 from
 

th
e room

. 
Sh

e th
ough

t of w
arm

 blue eyes crin
k

lin
g at h

er. A
 boom

in
g laugh

, 
freck

led sk
in

, an
d th

e sm
ell of fresh

 grass. Sh
e h

ad barely secon
ds. B

ut sh
e 

h
ad to k

n
ow

. 
H

erm
ion

e stood sw
iftly. T

h
e room

 w
as still. T

h
ey w

atch
ed h

er as sh
e 

m
oved to Flin

t, w
h

o w
as sm

irk
in

g at h
er w

ith
 h

un
gry eyes. Sh

e didn
’t 

spare a glan
ce at D

raco as sh
e sat in

 Flin
t’s lap, draped across h

is k
n

ees, an
d

 
pulled h

is n
eck

 dow
n

 to k
iss h

im
 squarely on

 th
e m

outh
. 

Sh
e h

eard th
e table erupt in

 ch
eers an

d groan
s. Sh

e felt Flin
t sm

ile 
again

st h
er lips before return

in
g h

er k
iss w

ith
 a ven

gean
ce, h

is m
outh

 cold 
an

d rubbery again
st h

ers. Sh
e w

as just pullin
g back

 w
h

en
 h

is h
an

d slipped 
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Sh
e steadied h

erself on
 th

e table an
d w

atch
ed h

im
 touch

 h
is n

eck
, 

w
h

ere h
er lips h

ad just been
. H

is m
outh

 m
oved w

ordlessly as h
e stared at 

h
er. M

aybe h
e felt lik

e sh
e’d con

tam
in

ated h
im

. 
“I’m

 doin
g w

h
at I’m

 supposed to,” sh
e sn

arled. “If you’d just calm
 

dow
n

—
” 

“Y
ou can

’t just sit in
 a blok

e’s lap an
d k

iss h
is n

eck
, G

ran
ger!” 

Sh
e blin

k
ed at h

im
, breath

in
g quick

ly as h
e dragged a h

an
d th

rough
 

h
is h

air. 
“A

n
d w

h
y n

ot? T
h

at is precisely w
h

at h
appen

s at E
din

burgh
—

” 
“T

h
at’s E

din
burgh

!” h
e sn

apped. “T
h

is is h
ere, in

 m
y h

ouse!” 
H

er eyes w
ere w

ide as sh
e w

atch
ed h

im
 m

ove tow
ard th

e exit. 
“W

h
at is your problem

? W
e’re practicin

g—
!” 

“Y
ou can

n
ot b

e th
is daft,” h

e m
uttered, stridin

g out of th
e din

in
g 

room
. 

Sh
e storm

ed after h
im

, stoppin
g at th

e doorw
ay. 

“W
e’re n

ot don
e, M

alfoy! I expect you at din
n

er tom
orrow

 even
in

g!” 
H

e disappeared aroun
d a corn

er, an
d H

erm
ion

e cursed un
der h

er 
breath

, th
row

in
g h

er arm
s in

 th
e air. 

Sh
e stom

ped to th
e table, drain

ed h
er glass of w

in
e, an

d fin
ish

ed h
er 

plate —
 an

d h
is, too, in

 case h
e plan

n
ed to sum

m
on

 it later. 

>
 

A
fter sen

din
g an

 elf to D
raco’s room

 w
ith

 a form
al in

vitation
 to sup-

per, H
erm

ion
e spen

t th
e rest of h

er M
on

day O
ccludin

g. 
Sh

e w
as perfectly prepared to spen

d an
oth

er m
eal in

 h
is lap again

, an
d 

sh
e’d w

ork
 h

arder to con
vin

ce h
im

 of th
e n

ecessity. P
ush

in
g aw

ay h
er 

stray th
ough

ts about th
e scen

t of h
is sk

in
 an

d th
e w

arm
th

 of h
is ch

est 
again

st h
er side, sh

e focused on
 G

in
n

y. Sh
e focused on

 h
ow

 to stay in
 th

e 
gam

e. 
A

t a quarter till eigh
t, sh

e m
ade h

er w
ay dow

n
stairs. Sh

e w
as still w

ait-
in

g for h
im

 to arrive at 8:0
5, glarin

g in
to h

er w
in

e glass despite h
er self-



Th
e
 a

u
c
tio

n
 

3
4
2
 

close. I’m
 sure you’d b

e far m
ore com

fortable sittin
g in

 W
easley’s lap—

” 
H

erm
ion

e sn
orted. “I h

ave n
ever don

e an
yth

in
g lik

e th
is w

ith
 R

on
.” 

H
is lips pressed togeth

er tigh
tly, an

d th
e h

an
d h

oldin
g h

is w
in

e glass 
squeezed. 

“So w
h

at do I do?” sh
e con

tin
ued. “W

h
at did P

an
sy do differen

tly?” 
H

e h
eaved a great, laborin

g sigh
. “Y

our beh
avior on

 Friday w
as fin

e. 
W

e can
 k

eep doin
g th

at—
” 

“A
lrigh

t th
en

.” Sh
e reach

ed up an
d ran

 th
rough

 th
e h

air on
 th

e back
 

of h
is h

ead. B
rush

in
g h

er fin
gers alon

g h
is scalp, lettin

g th
e sm

ooth
 lock

s 
th

read th
rough

 h
er k

n
uck

les. 
H

is h
ead jerk

ed aw
ay. “W

h
at are you doin

g—
?” 

“O
h

, you h
ave a N

o H
air T

ouch
in

g R
ule as w

ell?” Sh
e rolled h

er eyes. 
“R

elax.” 
H

e let out a ragged breath
 as h

er fin
gers dragged th

rough
 th

e h
air over 

h
is ear. Sh

e saw
 h

im
 pick

 up h
is fork

 again
, but do n

oth
in

g w
ith

 it. B
rush

-
in

g th
rough

 h
is h

air lik
e silk

, sh
e curved over h

is ear, h
er fin

gertips 
roun

din
g th

e sh
ell. 

A
s h

e sh
ivered, sh

e th
ough

t of th
e w

ay G
oyle an

d P
ucey h

eld th
eir girls 

close an
d just w

atch
ed th

e card gam
e. T

h
e w

ay th
e straw

b
erry-blon

de h
ad 

m
assaged T

h
eo’s n

eck
 an

d k
issed h

is jaw
 for luck

. T
h

e w
ay sh

e’d seen
 oth

er 
C

arrow
 girls sm

ile an
d w

h
isper in

to boys’ ears or n
uzzle in

to th
eir n

eck
s. 

“R
elax,” sh

e repeated quietly. Sh
e brush

ed h
is h

air over h
is ear again

, 
h

er fin
gers trailin

g aroun
d an

d dow
n

 to h
is n

eck
, flush

ed pin
k

 w
ith

 th
e 

w
in

e. Sh
e lean

ed forw
ard an

d pressed h
er lips to th

e sk
in

 below
 h

is ear. 
T

h
e earth

 ceased to spin
 in

 th
e h

eartbeat it took
 for h

is arm
 to curl 

aroun
d h

er w
aist, h

is h
an

d splayed on
 h

er ribs. Sh
e parted h

er lips an
d 

k
issed h

im
 again

. H
is sk

in
 w

as clean
 an

d m
in

ty, an
d sh

e felt h
is th

roat 
bob

 un
der h

er m
outh

 as h
e sw

allow
ed. 

A
n

d th
en

 in
 quick

 m
ovem

en
ts, sh

e w
as push

ed to h
er feet, an

d h
e w

as 
up out of h

is ch
air. 

“T
h

e fuck
 are you doin

g?” h
e h

issed. 
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in
to h

er h
air, an

d h
is oth

er dropped to h
er th

igh
, rubbin

g th
e sk

in
. H

is 
lips m

oved un
der h

ers, h
is h

an
d grippin

g h
er curls to h

old h
er still, an

d 
th

en
 h

is ton
gue w

as again
st h

er m
outh

, pressin
g forw

ard to get in
side. 

H
e’d barely m

an
aged it w

h
en

 sh
e push

ed back
 w

ith
 all h

er m
igh

t, 
break

in
g free of h

im
 an

d stum
blin

g to h
er feet. T

h
e soun

d rush
ed back

 to 
th

e room
 as Flin

t grin
n

ed up at h
er, h

is th
um

b b
rush

in
g over h

is lips. T
h

e 
boys poun

ded th
e table an

d h
ow

led. 
“Y

our secret, Flin
t?” H

erm
ion

e yelled over th
e din

, starin
g dow

n
 at 

h
im

, resistin
g th

e urge to w
ipe h

er m
outh

. 
Flin

t raised h
is h

an
d to quiet th

e room
, h

is n
ew

 teeth
 sh

in
in

g proudly. 
“Y

our W
easley is alive, G

ran
ger. I saw

 h
im

 beaten
 an

d bloody at th
e 

L
estran

ge E
state last w

eek
, but h

e w
as still m

oan
in

g w
h

en
 th

ey k
ick

ed 
h

im
.” 

Sh
e felt th

e blood drain
 from

 h
er face. T

h
ere w

as n
oise som

ew
h

ere in
 

th
e room

, but sh
e couldn

’t deciph
er th

e soun
ds. 

R
on

 w
as alive, but barely. T

h
e L

estran
ge E

state. W
h

ich
 on

e? R
abas-

tan
’s or R

odolph
us an

d B
ellatrix’s? 

Sh
e tried to fin

d th
e voice to ask

, but h
er w

rist w
as tak

en
, an

 arm
 

aroun
d h

er back
, an

d th
en

 D
raco w

as leadin
g h

er out of th
e room

. P
ush

-
in

g h
er, really. T

h
e gam

e w
as over. Several oth

ers follow
ed th

em
 out, pass-

in
g H

arper, m
ovin

g dow
n

 th
e stairw

ell. 
D

raco w
as silen

t. H
is h

an
d on

 h
er h

ip w
as rigid as h

e guided h
er 

th
rough

 th
e door, but sh

e couldn
’t spare h

is tem
per a passin

g th
ough

t. 
H

er m
in

d w
as spin

n
in

g w
ith

 all th
e in

form
ation

 sh
e’d learn

ed an
d th

e 
im

ages h
er im

agin
ation

 con
jured of R

on
 h

an
gin

g on
 b

y a th
read, bleed-

in
g on

 som
e m

an
or floor. Sh

e w
alk

ed th
e corridor in

 a daze, sh
ovin

g h
er 

m
em

ories of R
on

 back
 in

to a closed book
 on

 th
e sh

elf, w
h

ere h
e be-

lon
ged. 
H

er m
in

d tin
gled afterw

ard, w
orn

 from
 th

e effort. Sh
e n

eeded air. Sh
e 

n
eeded space. H

er lips still felt stran
ge an

d dry from
 Flin

t’s, an
d h

er dress 
felt too tigh

t. 



Th
e
 a

u
c
tio

n
 

3
2
4
 

D
raco steered h

er aroun
d an

oth
er corn

er, an
d th

e sigh
t of C

h
arlotte 

w
aitin

g w
ith

 a tray of drin
k

s sn
apped H

erm
ion

e out of h
er exh

austion
. 

Sh
e w

as goin
g in

to th
e L

oun
ge. Sh

e w
as goin

g in
to th

e L
oun

ge, an
d sh

e 
n

eeded h
er w

its about h
er. Sh

e turn
ed to D

raco an
d said, “I n

eed to use 
th

e loo.” 
H

e glan
ced dow

n
 at h

er sh
arply. 

“I am
 allow

ed to relieve m
yself, yes?” sh

e deadpan
n

ed. 
H

e glared at h
er an

d tugged h
er to th

e left, aroun
d th

e booth
s full of 

laugh
in

g m
en

 an
d pain

ted girls, tow
ards a h

allw
ay on

 th
e left. 

“T
h

ere are guards in
side,” D

raco said, h
is voice clipped. H

e poin
ted to-

w
ards a ladies’ room

 at th
e en

d of th
e h

all. “B
e quick

 about it.” 
H

erm
ion

e paused, regrettin
g m

ak
in

g th
e request if sh

e w
ouldn

’t h
ave 

th
e proper space to b

e alon
e. T

h
en

 sh
e n

odded an
d w

alk
ed aw

ay w
ith

out 
sparin

g h
im

 a secon
d glan

ce. Sh
e push

ed open
 th

e door, fin
din

g an
 old 

tiled room
 w

ith
 th

ree stall doors for tourists visitin
g E

din
burgh

. A
 m

ale 
guard stood n

ear th
e sin

k
s, h

is eyes rovin
g over h

er w
ith

 in
terest. 

H
erm

ion
e blush

ed, em
barrassed at th

e th
ough

t of usin
g th

e toilet w
ith

 
an

 audien
ce. Sh

e h
esitated in

 th
e doorw

ay for h
alf a secon

d, an
d sudden

ly 
th

e door h
it h

er as an
oth

er person
 tried to en

ter. Sh
e m

oved aside, turn
in

g 
to apologize—

 
T

h
e straw

b
erry-blon

de sm
iled back

 at h
er. 

H
erm

ion
e blin

k
ed at h

er as sh
e passed. Sh

e sw
allow

ed an
d h

urried to a 
stall, feelin

g th
e atten

tion
 of th

e guard still on
 h

er. Sh
e used th

e facilities 
quick

ly —
 th

e straw
b

erry-blon
de tak

in
g th

e cubicle n
ext to h

ers —
 an

d 
on

ce sh
e w

as fin
ish

ed an
d w

ash
in

g h
er h

an
ds, a toilet flush

ed, an
d th

e girl 
w

as exitin
g, join

in
g h

er at th
e sin

k
s. 

T
h

ey grabbed for a tow
el at th

e sam
e tim

e, an
d w

h
en

 H
erm

ion
e turn

ed 
to apologize, sh

e saw
 th

e straw
b

erry-blon
de’s eyes flick

 to th
e guard. 

“Y
our collar is ask

ew
,” sh

e said, in
 a th

ick
 Scottish

 accen
t. 

T
h

e guard
 w

as starin
g at th

em
 in

 th
e m

irror as th
e straw

b
erry-blon

de 
stepped forw

ard, in
to H

erm
ion

e’s space. Sh
e cock

ed h
er h

ead as sh
e 
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“T
h

ey rem
oved th

eir m
em

ories after th
e first tw

o tim
es, but th

ere w
ere 

com
plain

ts th
at th

e girls w
ere too addled afterw

ards. So everyon
e just... 

risk
s it, I suppose. T

h
e girls h

ave been
 in

structed to be discreet.” 
H

erm
ion

e frow
n

ed. A
rrogan

t an
d barbaric. Sh

e th
ough

t of th
e straw

-
berry-blon

de an
d h

er in
ten

t eyes durin
g th

e gam
e, listen

in
g to every de-

tail. T
h

e C
arrow

 G
irls m

ay b
e un

der a tigh
t leash

, but th
ey h

ad access to 
a w

ealth
 of k

n
ow

ledge. 
Sh

e steadied h
er h

eartbeat an
d ask

ed th
e question

 sh
e’d been

 fearin
g. 

“Is th
ere an

yth
in

g else I sh
ould k

n
ow

 about th
e n

igh
t P

an
sy w

en
t as 

m
e?” 
H

is jaw
 tigh

ten
ed as h

e ch
ew

ed. H
e sh

ook
 h

is h
ead an

d reach
ed for h

is 
w

in
e glass. 

“A
re you positive?” sh

e pressed. “I w
as caugh

t off guard on
 Friday, an

d 
it got us in

to a situation
—

” 
“T

h
ere’s n

oth
in

g else to k
n

ow
,” h

e sn
apped. H

is w
in

e glass clun
k

ed 
dow

n
 on

 th
e table. 

Sh
e paused. “P

ucey m
en

tion
ed th

at w
e didn

’t look
 ‘cozy.’ H

e im
plied 

th
at P

an
sy look

ed m
ore com

fortable at din
n

er.” Sh
e took

 a steadyin
g 

breath
, rem

in
din

g h
erself w

h
y sh

e h
ad to ask

. “In
 E

din
burgh

, bein
g dis-

creet m
ean

s bein
g com

fortable w
ith

 each
 oth

er. T
ell m

e w
h

at th
at look

s 
lik

e?” 
H

is ribs stopped m
ovin

g un
der h

ers. Sh
e felt h

is stom
ach

 m
uscles 

stiffen
 before h

e took
 a slow

 in
h

ale an
d said, “P

an
sy an

d I w
ill b

e m
ore 

com
fortable w

ith
 each

 oth
er b

y n
ature of our past relation

sh
ip. So th

ere 
w

as—
” 

“Y
ou m

ean
, because you’ve h

ad sex.” 
H

e exh
aled sh

arply. “I guess, yeah
.” 

H
er th

roat felt dry as sh
e n

odded. T
h

ere w
as n

o logical reason
 for h

er 
to th

in
k

 th
ey h

adn
’t slept togeth

er at H
ogw

arts, so sh
e w

asn
’t sure w

h
y 

th
e con

firm
ation

 m
ade h

er stom
ach

 turn
. 

“It’s”—
h

e cleared h
is th

roat—
”it’s n

ot just th
at. P

an
sy an

d I w
ere 
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“I disagree. Y
ou saw

 th
at stun

t Flin
t pulled, an

d h
e’ll try it again

 if w
e 

k
eep givin

g h
im

 reason
s to—

” 
“T

h
is w

h
ole idea is just ch

ildish
—

” 
“W

h
at’s ch

ildish
 is th

at you can
’t bear to touch

 m
e!” 

“I touch
 you en

ough
, it’s absurd you’re ask

in
g for m

ore—
” 

“—
an

d alth
ough

 it’s quite ob
vious th

at I ph
ysically repulse you—

” 
A

 dry laugh
 burst from

 h
im

. 
H

er n
ostrils flared. “I don

’t k
n

ow
 h

ow
 you beh

ave tow
ards girls you’re 

sleepin
g w

ith
, M

alfoy, but if th
is is your idea of in

tim
acy, th

en
 you clearly 

n
eed m

ore h
elp th

an
 I could ever offer—

” 
H

is h
an

d darted out an
d grabbed h

er opposite h
ip, tuggin

g h
er in

to 
h

is lap. Sh
e sw

allow
ed h

er squeak
 an

d steadied h
erself on

 th
e table, h

eart 
poun

din
g. In

 an
 attem

pt to save h
er dign

ity, sh
e lifted h

er ch
in

, sh
iftin

g 
un

til sh
e could sit properly. It seem

ed it w
as n

o less difficult to fin
d a bal-

an
ced position

 in
 h

er jean
s an

d train
ers th

an
 it w

as in
 a sh

ort dress an
d 

h
eels. 

“W
h

at n
ow

, G
ran

ger?” h
e rum

bled, an
d sh

e felt it vibrate th
rough

 h
er 

ribcage. 
T

h
e tips of h

er ears burn
ed. “Just…

 beh
ave n

orm
ally. L

ik
e th

is is…
 n

or-
m

al.” Sh
e cleared h

er th
roat an

d reach
ed for h

er w
in

e, stretch
in

g back
 to 

h
er table settin

g. “E
at din

n
er as if I’m

 n
ot even

 h
ere.” 

D
raco seem

ed to tak
e a lon

g, slow
 breath

 before pick
in

g up h
is fork

 
again

. H
e push

ed h
is vegetables aroun

d, starin
g at h

is peas in
ten

tly. 
H

erm
ion

e refused to stare at h
er lap —

 too stiff. Sh
e h

ad a few
 ch

oices. 
Sh

e could aw
k

w
ardly stare at h

is face. Sh
e could w

atch
 h

im
 play w

ith
 h

is 
food. O

r, th
e safest option

: sh
e could stare at h

is n
eck

, studyin
g th

e w
ay 

th
e pin

k
 blush

 h
ad spread un

der h
er gaze. 

“H
ow

 often
 do th

e boys play cards at din
n

er?” sh
e ask

ed softly, an
d sh

e 
w

atch
ed h

is th
roat bob

 as h
e sw

allow
ed. 

“T
h

ey play m
aybe every oth

er w
eek

. T
h

ere’s n
o sch

edule,” h
e said. 

“A
n

d th
at’s n

ot dan
gerous? T

o h
ave th

e girls as w
itn

esses?” 
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reach
ed up an

d began
 tuggin

g at H
erm

ion
e’s collar. 

“O
h

, th
an

k
 you,” said H

erm
ion

e, h
er voice th

in
. 

“Y
ou’re n

ot supposed to talk
 to h

er,” th
e guard bark

ed. H
erm

ion
e 

jum
ped, an

d th
e Scottish

 girl’s h
an

ds dropped quick
ly. 

W
ith

 a sw
ay of h

er h
ips, th

e girl turn
ed an

d sm
iled at h

im
 over h

er 
sh

oulder. “M
m

m
. W

e don
’t h

ave to talk, I suppose.” 
A

n
d w

ith
 a w

in
k

, th
e Scottish

 girl stepped forw
ard, cupped h

er h
an

ds 
on

 H
erm

ion
e’s face, an

d pressed h
er lips to H

erm
ion

e’s. 
H

erm
ion

e’s brow
s sh

ot up, eyes w
ide open

. T
h

e girl’s m
outh

 m
oved 

over h
ers, h

er h
an

ds slidin
g aroun

d H
erm

ion
e’s n

eck
 as sh

e pressed th
eir 

bodies togeth
er. 

H
erm

ion
e couldn

’t m
ove —

 couldn
’t th

in
k

. T
h

is w
as…

 W
h

at w
as th

is? 
T

h
e girl brush

ed h
er fin

gers aroun
d H

erm
ion

e’s n
eck

 an
d let h

er 
ton

gue slide out, tastin
g H

erm
ion

e’s lips. Sh
e felt stiff an

d useless as th
e 

girl tugged at h
er collar—

 
H

er collar. 
H

erm
ion

e gasped in
to th

e girl’s m
outh

, gran
tin

g h
er ton

gue en
tran

ce. 
T

h
e girl w

as doin
g som

eth
in

g to h
er collar. Sh

e could see th
e guard sh

ift-
in

g out of th
e corn

er of h
er eye, startin

g to com
e closer to th

em
. Sh

e felt 
h

er pulse spik
e, gaze dartin

g to th
e door. 

T
h

e girl pulled back
 an

d turn
ed to th

e guard. “N
o, n

o. Y
a can

’t touch
.” 

T
h

e guard leered at th
em

 w
ith

 a m
outh

 full of crook
ed teeth

, an
d th

e 
Scottish

 girl giggled before tak
in

g h
er h

an
d an

d pullin
g H

erm
ion

e 
th

rough
 th

e door beh
in

d h
er. B

efore sh
e could catch

 h
er breath

, sh
e w

as 
push

ed again
st th

e w
all outside th

e restroom
s —

 h
an

ds on
 h

er n
eck

 again
, 

soft lips again
st h

ers. 
H

erm
ion

e gasped as sh
e felt th

e girl tug at h
er collar again

. W
as sh

e 
pullin

g it off? W
asn

’t H
erm

ion
e able to tak

e it off h
erself? 

T
h

e girl pulled back
, lettin

g th
e collar rest on

 h
er n

eck
 again

, th
e 

m
etal stretch

in
g sn

ug again
st h

er sk
in

. P
lan

tin
g on

e last slow
, deliberate 

k
iss on

 H
erm

ion
e’s lips, th

e girl w
in

k
ed an

d w
altzed dow

n
 th

e corridor... 
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...passin
g D

raco. 
H

e stood still as ston
e, h

is eyes track
in

g th
e straw

b
erry-blon

de girl as 
sh

e passed. H
is lips w

ere parted in
 a stran

ge w
ay, as if h

e’d been
 about to 

speak
 an

d abruptly stopped. 
H

erm
ion

e pressed h
er fin

gers to h
er lips, tryin

g to m
ak

e sen
se of th

e 
last tw

o m
in

utes. Sh
e’d follow

ed h
er in

 th
e restroom

. Sh
e’d clearly w

an
ted 

som
eth

in
g. D

id sh
e get it? 

“T
h

e fuck
 w

as th
at?” 

H
er eyes sn

apped up to fin
d D

raco scow
lin

g at h
er, apparen

tly recov-
ered. 

H
erm

ion
e 

open
ed 

h
er 

m
outh

. 
T

h
en

 
closed 

it. 
“Sh

e 
w

as…
 

very 
frien

dly,” sh
e fin

ally lan
ded on

. 
A

s sh
e m

oved to join
 h

im
 in

 th
e m

ain
 room

, h
e grabbed h

er elb
ow

 an
d 

spun
 th

em
 aroun

d. “A
n

y oth
er frien

ds you’d lik
e to m

ak
e ton

igh
t, 

G
ran

ger?” h
e sn

eered. 
A

n
d in

stead of leadin
g to th

e couch
es in

 th
e L

oun
ge, h

e dragged h
er 

straigh
t to th

e fireplaces, callin
g out for M

alfoy M
an

or an
d sw

eepin
g 

th
em

 back
 h

om
e. 

O
n

ce th
ey w

ere in
 th

e en
try h

all, h
e dropped h

er arm
 an

d stom
ped to-

w
ard th

e stairs. H
erm

ion
e blin

k
ed after h

im
 for a m

om
en

t before h
er an

-
ger foun

d h
er. 

“W
h

y did w
e leave?” sh

e dem
an

ded. “W
e w

eren
’t fin

ish
ed!” 

“I th
in

k
 you h

ad en
ough

 fun
 for on

e n
igh

t,” h
e h

issed, startin
g to 

clim
b. 

H
er m

outh
 fell open

 at h
is retreatin

g back
. “Y

ou’re an
gry th

at I k
issed 

Flin
t? Y

ou th
in

k
 th

at w
as fun

 for m
e?” 

H
e spun

 back
, several stairs h

igh
er th

an
 h

er. “I’m
 an

gry th
at you m

ade 
m

e look
 w

eak
.” 

Sh
e gaped at h

im
. “A

re you jok
in

g? Flin
t on

ly m
ade th

at bet because 
you refused to k

iss m
e! Y

ou m
ade us both

 look
 lik

e idiots!” 
H

is jaw
 sn

apped sh
ut. Startin

g to ascen
d again

, h
e bit out, “K

issin
g is 
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m
oth

er. A
n

 aristocratic jaw
 m

ovin
g quick

ly. 
“B

ill an
d Fleur W

easley m
ade it out.” 

H
erm

ion
e blin

k
ed, gaze pullin

g from
 h

is lips. “T
h

ey did?” 
H

e n
odded dow

n
 at h

is plate. “A
n

d m
y aun

t an
d h

er gran
dson

.” 
H

erm
ion

e squeezed h
er n

apk
in

 in
 both

 palm
s, lettin

g out a sh
ak

y 
breath

 of relief. B
ill, Fleur, an

d T
on

k
s’ m

oth
er an

d b
ab

y w
ere safe. Sh

e 
h

adn
’t h

eard an
yth

in
g about th

em
. A

pparen
tly V

oldem
ort h

ad been
 cen

-
sorin

g th
e P

roph
et’s list of U

n
desirables as w

ell. 
“D

o you k
n

ow
 w

h
ere th

ey w
en

t?” 
“Fran

ce.” H
e dran

k
 h

is w
in

e, an
d sh

e w
atch

ed
 h

im
 sw

allow
. “T

h
ey’re 

causin
g quite a few

 problem
s for th

e D
ark

 L
ord th

ere.” 
H

erm
ion

e sm
irk

ed in
to h

er n
apk

in
. G

ood. W
h

en
 sh

e glan
ced back

 up 
at h

im
, a sm

ile still fadin
g on

 h
er lips, h

e w
as still look

in
g aw

ay from
 h

er. 
Sh

e took
 a deep breath

 an
d braced h

erself for th
e secon

d h
alf of h

er 
plan

s for th
e even

in
g. G

rabbin
g h

er w
in

e glass an
d tak

in
g tw

o h
uge gulps, 

sh
e stood. 
H

is eyes sn
apped to h

er. “W
h

at are you doin
g?” 

“I th
in

k
”—

sh
e sw

allow
ed, h

atin
g th

e reedy soun
d in

 h
er voice—

”I 
th

in
k

 w
e sh

ould practice.” 
H

is fork
 an

d k
n

ife h
overed over h

is plate. H
is eye tw

itch
ed. “P

ractice.” 
“T

o get m
ore com

fortable aroun
d each

 oth
er.” Sh

e m
oved to th

e oth
er 

side of h
im

, reach
in

g for th
e w

in
e bottle. H

e didn
’t m

ove an
 in

ch
 w

h
ile 

sh
e filled h

is glass, lik
e sh

e usually did at E
din

burgh
. Stan

din
g just to h

is 
side, sh

e pressed h
er lips togeth

er w
h

en
 h

e didn
’t look

 up at h
er, still fro-

zen
 in

 h
is ch

air. “I th
in

k
 you sh

ould pull m
e in

to your lap n
ow

.” 
H

e placed h
is uten

sils dow
n

 an
d suck

ed in
 a sh

arp breath
. “T

h
is is your 

m
aster plan

, G
ran

ger?” 
“Y

es. W
e n

eed to b
e m

ore com
fortable to put on

 a con
vin

cin
g sh

ow
.” 

Sh
e tw

isted h
er fin

gers aroun
d each

 oth
er. “W

e could both
 use a bit of 

reh
earsal—

” 
“T

h
at w

on
’t b

e n
ecessary.” 
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“I couldn
’t say, really.” H

e sliced in
to h

is roast w
ith

 sm
all, precise cuts. 

“I suppose it’s because sh
e’s…

 quite good at w
h

at sh
e does.” 

A
 cold suspicion

 crash
ed over h

er. “A
n

d w
h

at exactly does sh
e do?” 

D
raco’s fork

 stopped h
alfw

ay to h
is m

outh
. “H

ost. W
ith

 a sm
ile. Flirt 

an
d jok

e. B
e seen

 w
h

en
 sh

e n
eeds to b

e seen
, b

e in
visible w

h
en

 sh
e n

eeds 
to b

e in
visible.” 

H
erm

ion
e pursed h

er lips as sh
e cut h

er roast. T
h

e arrogan
ce of th

e 
D

eath
 E

aters w
as astoun

din
g. It seem

ed lik
e an

 aw
ful oversigh

t to give a 
girl w

ith
 a back

groun
d lik

e C
h

arlotte’s th
e k

eys to E
din

burgh
, allow

in
g 

h
er to m

ove from
 room

 to room
 largely at w

ill. H
erm

ion
e stared at h

er 
plate as a n

ew
 th

ough
t occurred to h

er. C
h

arlotte prob
ably k

n
ew

 alm
ost 

every detail of th
e goin

gs-on
 at th

e castle. E
ven

 th
e on

es in
 th

e “oth
er” 

room
 th

at H
erm

ion
e h

ad n
ot yet been

 allow
ed in

. 
Sh

e filed th
e in

form
ation

 aw
ay an

d m
oved to h

er n
ext question

. 
“T

h
e tattoos. H

ow
 did you an

d B
laise fin

d a w
ay aroun

d th
em

 for 
P

an
sy?” 

“W
e didn

’t.” Sh
e n

arrow
ed h

er eyes at h
im

, an
d h

e sh
rugged. “A

 blood 
purifyin

g spell an
d pure luck

. W
e w

eren
’t sure if it w

ould w
ork

. It’s m
y 

un
derstan

din
g th

at if P
an

sy h
ad crossed th

e estate lin
e, it w

ould h
ave been

 
all but im

possible to rem
ove it.” 

“A
n

d you h
ave n

o idea h
ow

 to fin
d out a w

ay aroun
d th

ese tattoos.” 
“It’s n

ot exactly th
e k

in
d of question

 I’d go aroun
d ask

in
g oth

er D
eath

 
E

aters, n
o,” h

e said dryly. “A
ll official slave trades are supposed to go 

th
rough

 Y
axley or D

oloh
ov.” 

“H
en

ce w
h

y P
an

sy’s ‘dead.’“ 
“Y

es.” A
 m

uscle in
 h

is ch
eek

 tw
itch

ed. “M
ak

in
g your gran

d escape 
plan

, G
ran

ger?” 
“H

m
m

,” sh
e said in

n
ocen

tly, ign
orin

g h
is question

. “Y
ou w

ere w
illin

g 
to divulge in

form
ation

 on
 w

h
o escaped at D

over durin
g th

e card gam
e. 

C
are to sh

are?” 
Sh

e w
atch

ed h
im

 ch
ew

, lips pressed tigh
t w

ith
 sm

all bites, just lik
e h

is 

C
h
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too in
tim

ate.” 
H

er tem
per boiled, bubblin

g over. Storm
in

g after h
im

 up th
e steps, sh

e 
h

issed, “T
oo in

tim
ate? E

veryon
e else w

as k
issin

g! I’m
 sure you k

issed P
an

sy 
last w

eek
, so don

’t even
—

” 
“I didn

’t,” h
e spat back

, h
alf a staircase above h

er. “Stop talk
in

g out of 
your arse, G

ran
ger—

” 
“O

h
, but you let h

er m
outh

 on
 oth

er places?” sh
e sh

outed over h
im

. 
“M

y m
outh

?!” H
er voice ech

oed in
 th

e h
all. Sh

e reach
ed th

e secon
d-floor 

lan
din

g just as h
e started up th

e stairs to th
e th

ird floor. 
“So ton

igh
t w

as reven
ge, th

en
?” H

e laugh
ed h

um
orlessly. “Y

ou’re go-
in

g to go aroun
d sn

oggin
g as m

an
y people as possible to get back

 at m
e?” 

“D
on

’t flatter yourself,” H
erm

ion
e sn

apped. “T
h

e girl in
 th

e bath
-

room
 w

as—
” Sh

e didn
’t k

n
ow

 if sh
e sh

ould m
en

tion
 th

e w
ay sh

e’d fiddled 
w

ith
 h

er collar. “Stran
ge,” sh

e fin
ish

ed, “but Flin
t w

as a calculated m
ove. 

H
e h

ad in
form

ation
 about R

on
—

” 
“O

h
 yes,” h

e sn
arled, spin

n
in

g back
 to h

er, h
is face pin

k
. “R

on
.” H

e 
dropped tw

o steps, m
eetin

g h
er in

 th
e m

iddle of th
e staircase. “I do w

on
-

der w
h

at your boyfrien
d w

ould h
ave to say about your m

eth
od of in

for-
m

ation
 gath

erin
g, G

ran
ger.” 

Sh
e glow

ered at h
im

, cran
in

g h
er n

eck
 up to m

eet h
is eyes. “M

y boy—
 

m
y boyfrien

d?” 
“Y

es,” h
e h

issed. “W
h

at if your precious W
easley k

n
ew

 th
at you 

dropped in
to an

y lap offerin
g th

e sm
allest crum

b of in
form

ation
—

” 
“Y

ou —
 utter arse!” sh

e exploded. “I w
ouldn

’t h
ave to k

iss your dis-
gustin

g frien
ds if you w

ould just tell m
e w

h
at th

e fuck is goin
g on

!” 
H

is jaw
 clen

ch
ed, an

d h
e spun

 aroun
d to storm

 up th
e rest of th

e stair-
case. 

“I an
sw

er every bloody question
 you ask

 m
e, G

ran
ger—

” 
“M

erlin
 forbid you offer an

yth
in

g else!” Sh
e sprin

ted after h
im

 in
 h

er 
h

eels. “L
ik

e an
y k

in
d of gam

e plan
 for th

ese even
in

gs. O
r h

avin
g th

e de-
cen

cy to tell m
e about your stupid N

o K
issin

g R
ule!” 
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Sh
e follow

ed aroun
d th

e corn
er as h

e m
ade for h

is bedroom
 door, 

h
uffin

g an
d stom

pin
g in

 h
is w

ak
e. 

“Y
ou w

an
t a rule, G

ran
ger?” h

e yelled dow
n

 th
e h

allw
ay, sh

ovin
g open

 
h

is bedroom
 door. “D

on
’t th

row
 yourself at m

y frien
ds!” 

“Fuck
 off, M

alfoy!” 
H

e glared at h
er an

d disappeared in
to h

is room
, slam

m
in

g th
e door 

beh
in

d h
im

. Sh
e follow

ed suit, m
arch

in
g in

to h
er bedroom

, fum
in

g w
ith

 
th

e fire in
 h

er blood. 
Sh

e ripped off h
er h

eels, ch
uck

in
g th

em
 at th

e w
all con

n
ectin

g th
eir 

room
s, h

opin
g h

e h
eard. R

each
in

g up for th
e collar, h

er fin
gers pried

 
open

 th
e clasp, an

d th
e m

etal fell aw
ay on

to th
e floor —

 
A

 th
in

 scrap of paper flutterin
g dow

n
 w

ith
 it. 

H
erm

ion
e stared at it, h

er en
tire body frozen

 at th
e sigh

t. 
A

 piece of parch
m

en
t, torn

 off th
e edge of som

eth
in

g, n
o w

ider th
an

 
h

er little fin
ger. 

Sh
e ben

t dow
n

 slow
ly, th

in
k

in
g of th

e w
ay th

e girl w
ith

 straw
b

erry-
blon

de h
air h

ad squeezed un
dern

eath
 h

er m
etal collar. T

o slide a th
in

 slice 
of paper ben

eath
 th

e gold. 
H

er sh
ak

in
g fin

gers reach
ed for th

e scrap, turn
in

g it over. H
er breath

 
h

itch
ed. 

A
 fam

iliar h
an

dw
ritin

g from
 days at th

e B
urrow

 spen
t gigglin

g, n
otes 

passed back
 an

d forth
 about H

arry an
d R

on
 an

d k
isses an

d w
ish

es. A
 h

asty 
scribble in

 red lipstick
 th

at sen
t H

erm
ion

e’s m
in

d reelin
g, h

er h
eart beat-

in
g out of its cage. 

—
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h
is slave. 

Sh
e m

an
aged a quick

 n
od. R

etak
in

g h
er seat, sh

e focused on
 placin

g 
h

er n
apk

in
 across h

er lap as sh
e ask

ed, “H
ow

 w
as your day?” 

H
e cleared h

is th
roat. “Fin

e. A
n

d yours?” 
“L

ovely, th
an

k
 you.” 

Sh
e reach

ed for h
er w

in
e glass an

d dran
k

 deeply, tryin
g, but failin

g, to 
th

in
k

 of som
eth

in
g to break

 th
e silen

ce. D
raco filled h

is plate w
ith

 food 
before push

in
g th

e servin
g plate in

 h
er direction

, h
is lips in

 a th
in

 lin
e. 

H
erm

ion
e played w

ith
 h

er uten
sils, h

eat creepin
g up h

er n
eck

. 
T

h
ey ate in

 silen
ce for th

irty-six secon
ds before sh

e could bear it n
o 

lon
ger. 
“C

learly n
eith

er of us are on
es for sm

all talk
, but I don

’t in
ten

d to sit 
for tw

o h
ours in

 silen
ce, M

alfoy.” H
e lifted a brow

 at h
er, an

d sh
e felt th

e 
flush

 spread to h
er ch

eek
s. “I h

ave m
ore question

s. B
ut I k

n
ow

 you h
ate 

question
s—

” 
“I don

’t h
ate question

s—
” 

“T
h

ey put you in
to a ‘m

ood’—
” 

“T
h

ey do n
ot. Y

ou put m
e in

to a m
ood.” 

Sh
e scow

led at h
im

 an
d speared h

er vegetables w
ith

 a forceful clin
k

. 
H

e sipped h
is w

in
e, studyin

g h
er. Sh

e took
 a large, defian

t bite of food, 
an

d h
eld h

is gaze. 
“W

h
at are your question

s, G
ran

ger?” 
Sh

e sw
allow

ed th
ick

ly. “W
h

o is C
h

arlotte?” 
“Sh

e’s descen
ded from

 th
e Selw

yn
 fam

ily.” H
e frow

n
ed in

 th
ough

t. 
“C

h
arlotte’s m

oth
er w

as disow
n

ed for m
arryin

g a M
uggle-born

. T
h

e 
fam

ily is B
ritish

, but C
h

arlotte w
as raised in

 G
erm

an
y. Sh

e lived th
ere un

-
til h

er fath
er started organ

izin
g again

st th
e D

ark
 L

ord, at w
h

ich
 tim

e sh
e 

w
as tak

en
 an

d given
 to th

e C
arrow

s.” 
H

erm
ion

e’s m
in

d w
h

irred, tak
in

g it all in
. “A

n
d w

h
y h

as sh
e been

 
given

 so m
uch

 auth
ority at E

din
burgh

? Y
ou said sh

e h
as m

ore freedom
 

th
an

 an
y oth

er C
arrow

 G
irl.” 
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Sh
e h

ad aftern
oon

 tea w
ith

 N
arcissa, an

d th
ough

 sh
e m

en
tion

ed n
oth

-
in

g, sh
e did ask

 if H
erm

ion
e w

an
ted to join

 h
er for din

n
er th

at even
in

g. 
H

erm
ion

e h
ad com

e up w
ith

 a feeble excuse for tak
in

g din
n

er in
 h

er 
room

, prayin
g ferven

tly th
at N

arcissa w
ould tak

e h
er usual din

n
er on

 th
e 

veran
da. N

arcissa sim
ply replied w

ith
 “C

ertain
ly, dear,” an

d took
 a deli-

cate bite of h
er biscuit, sm

ilin
g slyly in

to h
er teacup. 

T
h

e w
ord “date” stuck

 in
 h

er h
ead lik

e glue, flusterin
g h

er as sh
e tried

 
to prepare for th

e even
in

g. H
erm

ion
e h

ad to stop h
erself from

 ch
an

gin
g 

out of h
er den

im
s several tim

es. W
h

en
 h

er h
an

ds h
ad reach

ed for th
e 

m
ak

eup draw
er in

 h
er van

ity, sh
e busied th

em
 w

ith
 tyin

g h
er h

air in
to a 

plait to rest on
 h

er sh
oulder in

stead, ch
astisin

g h
erself for con

siderin
g 

som
eth

in
g as silly as dressin

g up for D
raco M

alfoy. 
T

h
is w

asn
’t “a date.” T

h
is w

as preparation
 for an

oth
er outin

g to E
din

-
burgh

. Sh
e n

eeded to get back
 to G

in
n

y, an
d h

e n
eeded to w

ard off suspi-
cion

. 
Frow

n
in

g, sh
e studied h

er reflection
 in

 th
e m

irror. Sh
e couldn

’t lose 
h

er h
ead

 about ton
igh

t, despite th
e feelin

gs sh
e h

adn
’t yet m

an
aged to 

bury. Sh
e caugh

t h
erself fixin

g h
er h

air again
, an

d rolled h
er eyes at h

er 
stupidity —

 D
raco M

alfoy w
ould n

ever tak
e h

er on
 a date. 

A
t a quarter till eigh

t, sh
e h

eaded dow
n

 to th
e din

in
g room

 to ch
eck

 
on

 preparation
s. R

em
m

y h
ad set tw

o places, just as sh
e’d ask

ed —
 on

e at 
th

e h
ead of th

e table, an
d on

e just to th
e left. A

 bottle of red w
in

e h
ad 

been
 decan

ted, an
d th

e servin
g dish

es w
ere full of vegetables an

d roast. 
Sh

e aw
k

w
ardly took

 h
er seat at th

e side of th
e table, an

d on
ly h

ad to 
w

ait five m
in

utes before D
raco’s footsteps drew

 h
er gaze to th

e door. Sh
e 

stood sw
iftly as h

e en
tered, an

d sh
e w

as glad to see h
is dragon

 leath
er sh

oes 
in

stead of h
is D

eath
 E

ater boots. H
is eyes sk

im
m

ed th
e w

in
e an

d food on
 

th
e table before lan

din
g back

 on
 h

er, quick
ly assessin

g h
er braided h

air 
an

d jean
s. 

“G
ran

ger,” h
e greeted before sw

eepin
g to h

is ch
air at th

e h
ead of th

e 
table, w

ith
 th

e con
fiden

ce of som
eon

e w
h

o usually en
joyed din

n
er w

ith
 

3
2
9
 

18
 

in
n

y. 
H

erm
ion

e stared dow
n

 at th
e piece of paper betw

een
 h

er fin
-

gertips. 
H

er book
sh

elves sh
uddered as a h

eavy tom
e push

ed forw
ard, 

open
in

g to flash
es of scarlet h

air an
d m

isch
ievous eyes. G

in
n

y w
as alive, 

an
d w

aitin
g for h

er h
elp…

 

—

H
er h

an
dw

ritin
g. H

er w
ords. H

er fire. 
H

erm
ion

e screw
ed h

er eyes sh
ut. E

ith
er th

e straw
b

erry-blon
de girl 

k
n

ew
 G

in
n

y, or som
eon

e w
ith

 access to both
 girls h

ad served as th
e go-

betw
een

. 
Sh

e took
 a sh

ak
y breath

, stillin
g h

er trem
blin

g sh
elves. T

h
e n

ote 
didn

’t seem
 lik

e a ruse. P
olyjuice P

otion
 w

ouldn
’t allow

 som
eon

e to rep-
licate G

in
n

y’s h
an

dw
ritin

g, an
d th

e n
ote did fit w

ith
 h

er th
eories about 

C
h

o an
d C

h
arlotte. G

irls w
ere quietly revoltin

g again
st th

e G
reat O

rder, 
usin

g n
otes at th

e L
ot parties to com

m
un

icate. B
ut G

in
n

y h
ad been

 lock
ed 

aw
ay for over a m

on
th

 n
ow

. 
A

 w
eigh

t dropped in
 H

erm
ion

e’s stom
ach

. H
ow

 lon
g h

ad G
in

n
y been

 
w

aitin
g for h

er respon
se? W

eek
s? O

r w
ere th

ere oth
er m

eth
ods of com

-
m

un
ication

 th
at sh

e w
asn

’t aw
are of? 

H
erm

ion
e exam

in
ed th

e paper over an
d over, look

in
g for an

yth
in

g 
else im

portan
t, an

d th
en

 tossed it in
to th

e fire. Sh
e w

atch
ed th

e parch
-

m
en

t crack
le an

d curl. 

G
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H
ow

 do I kill h
im

? 
G

in
n

y W
easley h

ad direct access to V
oldem

ort. “T
h

e D
ark

 L
ord’s pet,” 

C
irillo h

ad called h
er. Sh

e w
as close en

ough
 th

at sh
e believed sh

e could 
k

ill h
im

. 
H

erm
ion

e paced h
er room

, th
in

k
in

g of h
ow

 to an
sw

er. T
h

e problem
 

w
as th

at k
illin

g V
oldem

ort w
asn

’t even
 h

alf of th
e battle. 

N
agin

i. 
N

agin
i h

ad to b
e first. If V

oldem
ort died before N

agin
i, it w

ouldn
’t b

e 
good en

ough
. T

h
e n

igh
t th

e K
illin

g C
urse h

ad reboun
ded, w

h
en

 h
e first 

tried to k
ill H

arry, h
e h

adn
’t died because h

is H
orcruxes k

ept h
im

 alive. 
A

s th
e fin

al H
orcrux, th

e sn
ak

e h
ad to go first. A

n
d th

ere w
ere on

ly 
th

ree 
w

ays 
to 

k
ill 

h
er. Fien

dfyre, 
basilisk

 
ven

om
, 

or 
th

e 
Sw

ord 
of 

G
ryffin

dor. 
T

h
ere w

ere on
ly tw

o people alive th
at k

n
ew

 about th
e sn

ak
e —

 h
er an

d
 

R
on

. G
in

n
y could b

e th
e th

ird. D
um

bledore h
ad allow

ed th
ree people to 

k
n

ow
 after h

is death
. 

H
ow

 lon
g h

ad th
e straw

b
erry-blon

de girl been
 h

oldin
g on

to G
in

n
y’s 

n
ote, w

aitin
g for h

er m
om

en
t w

ith
 H

erm
ion

e? 
H

erm
ion

e stopped h
er pacin

g, bracin
g h

erself on
 th

e fireplace m
an

tle. 
W

h
o w

as sh
e? W

h
o w

as th
e straw

b
erry-blon

de? Sh
e didn

’t recogn
ize h

er, 
but th

at w
asn

’t n
ecessarily a cause for con

cern
. L

ots h
ad been

 tak
en

 from
 

m
ultiple coun

tries th
rough

out E
urope —

 som
e w

ere even
 M

uggles. A
n

d 
bein

g m
agic suppressed an

d un
der th

e C
arrow

s’ w
atch

 m
ade it extrem

ely 
un

lik
ely th

at an
y of th

e girls w
ould h

ave access to a bottom
less supply of 

P
olyjuice P

otion
. 

Sh
e th

ough
t back

 to C
h

arlotte. C
h

o. T
h

e girls tak
in

g h
an

ds un
der th

e 
table w

ith
 glass in

 th
eir k

n
ees. T

h
ere w

as a system
 in

 place —
 a n

etw
ork

. 
A

n
d th

e straw
b

erry-blon
de w

as just a cog in
 th

e m
ach

in
e. 

If th
ey w

ere goin
g to survive th

is togeth
er, H

erm
ion

e w
ould h

ave to 
trust h

er. 
Sh

e raced to h
er desk

 draw
ers, tak

in
g out spare parch

m
en

t. Sh
e ripped 
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“A
n

d capitalized on
 it,” h

e fin
ish

ed. 
Sh

e n
odded. T

ak
in

g a deep breath
 an

d rem
em

berin
g G

in
n

y —
 re-

m
em

berin
g h

ow
 sh

e n
eeded h

er —
 H

erm
ion

e ask
ed th

e question
 th

at h
ad 

brough
t h

er dow
n

 h
ere to begin

 w
ith

. 
“H

ave din
n

er w
ith

 m
e ton

igh
t,” sh

e said. “Just th
e tw

o of us.” 
H

is eyes jum
ped to h

er face. H
e w

as still, except for th
e m

uscle in
 h

is 
jaw

. “H
ave…

” 
“D

in
n

er.” Sh
e n

odded. “I w
an

t to discuss w
h

at a successful even
in

g in
 

E
din

burgh
 look

s lik
e to you. W

h
at it w

ould tak
e on

 m
y part to con

vin
ce 

your frien
ds an

d th
e oth

er D
eath

 E
aters of th

e k
in

d of relation
sh

ip w
e are 

supposed to h
ave.” 

H
e scratch

ed h
is n

eck
, an

d sh
e saw

 pin
prick

s of pin
k

 un
der h

is collar. 
“I’m

 out th
is even

in
g.” 

T
h

e respon
se w

as sw
ift, an

d it m
ade H

erm
ion

e’s eyes n
arrow

. 
“T

om
orrow

 th
en

,” sh
e said. H

e sh
ifted on

 h
is feet, an

d sh
e cut off th

e 
excuse sh

e k
n

ew
 w

as com
in

g. “O
r an

y day, really. M
y sch

edule is w
ide 

open
.” 

H
e stared a h

ole in
to h

is desk
 as h

e respon
ded, “T

om
orrow

.” 
“W

on
derful. I’ll arran

ge everyth
in

g w
ith

 th
e elves. Just th

e tw
o of us.” 

H
e lifted a brow

 an
d, w

ith
 a tin

ge of reluctan
ce, said, “It’s a date.” 

Sh
e felt h

er pulse poun
d an

d h
er ch

eek
s h

eat. Sh
e m

um
bled som

eth
in

g 
in

 th
e affirm

ative before disappearin
g from

 th
e doorw

ay an
d racin

g up 
th

e stairs back
 to h

er room
. 

>
 

R
em

m
y h

ad glared at h
er w

h
en

 sh
e en

tered th
e k

itch
en

s an
d ask

ed for 
a private din

n
er to b

e served for h
erself an

d D
raco at 8P

M
. T

h
e elf h

ad 
radiated sarcasm

 as sh
e ask

ed, “D
oes M

iss w
an

t can
dles on

 th
e table too?” 

“O
n

ly food an
d w

in
e w

ill b
e n

ecessary, th
an

k
 you,” H

erm
ion

e h
ad

 
stam

m
ered, before trippin

g out of th
e room

. 
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A
 flash

 of som
eth

in
g in

 h
is face —

 guilt, perh
aps. Sh

e push
ed forw

ard, 
h

oldin
g h

is gaze. 
“I w

an
t to con

tin
ue goin

g to E
din

burgh
. I don

’t w
an

t you to tak
e 

som
eon

e else in
 m

y body again
.” 

H
e in

h
aled sh

arply. “G
ran

ger—
” 

“A
s terrifyin

g an
d disgustin

g as it is, E
din

burgh
 is th

e on
e place I get 

to see m
y old frien

ds,” sh
e rush

ed over h
im

. “A
n

d h
ear a bit about th

e 
w

orld outside.” 
Sh

e paused, bitin
g h

er lip. Sh
e’d decided again

st tellin
g h

im
 about th

e 
n

ote or th
e com

m
un

ication
 ch

an
n

els. E
ven

 th
ough

 h
er h

eart told h
er 

th
at D

raco could b
e trusted, h

er m
in

d k
n

ew
 it w

as illogical. H
e’d k

ept h
er 

in
 th

e dark
 about so m

an
y th

in
gs. 

“W
h

at are you tryin
g to say, G

ran
ger?” H

e stood n
ext to h

is desk
 w

ith
 

h
is h

an
ds in

 h
is pock

ets, starin
g at h

er w
ith

 a tilted gaze. 
“W

e n
eed to b

e on
 th

e sam
e page at th

ese parties. N
o m

ore row
s.” 

“A
n

d h
ow

 do you propose th
at?” 

“W
ell, for starters, if I m

ust refrain
 from

 k
issin

g M
arcus Flin

t in
 th

e 
future, I suppose I can

 m
ak

e th
e sacrifice,” sh

e said dryly. 
H

e rolled h
is eyes an

d sigh
ed. “H

ow
 m

agn
an

im
ous of you.” 

“I th
in

k
 w

e n
eed to b

e m
ore com

fortable w
ith

 each
 oth

er,” sh
e said, 

jum
pin

g righ
t to th

e poin
t. 

H
is eyes sn

apped to h
ers, un

readable. 
“I’m

 too stiff, you’re too…
 sk

ittish
.” H

e open
ed h

is m
outh

 as if to argue 
w

ith
 h

er. “A
gain

st ‘in
tim

acy,’ w
h

atever,” sh
e said w

ith
 a flippan

t gesture. 
H

is m
outh

 closed, an
d sh

e look
ed aw

ay from
 h

is in
ten

se gaze. “I lik
e to 

go in
to situation

s w
ith

 all th
e n

ecessary in
form

ation
. I didn

’t k
n

ow
 you 

h
ad an

 aversion
 to k

issin
g, n

or did I k
n

ow
 about th

e details of P
an

sy’s trip 
to E

din
burgh

 in
 m

y body” —
 sh

e w
as quite proud of h

er voice for n
ot 

crack
in

g —
 “an

d both
 of th

ose facts jarred m
e.” Sh

e tore h
er gaze from

 
h

is desk
 an

d foun
d h

is eyes starin
g at a poin

t over h
er sh

oulder. Sh
e sw

al-
low

ed. “I believe Flin
t read m

y discom
fort.” 
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pieces an
d tested th

eir size un
der th

e collar un
til sh

e h
ad a pile to w

ork
 

w
ith

. A
fter a few

 tries, w
ith

 a sh
arp quill poin

t, sh
e figured out h

ow
 to get 

th
e m

axim
um

 n
um

ber of w
ords on

 th
e scrap. B

ut as sh
e look

ed dow
n

 at 
h

er sm
all prin

t dryin
g on

 th
e parch

m
en

t w
ith

 con
cise w

ords, sh
e realized 

th
e im

plication
s of h

er w
ords. 

F
ien

dfyre, basilisk ven
om

, G
ryff sw

ord. N
agin

i first. 
If th

ey w
ere caugh

t…
 sh

e w
as h

an
din

g over th
e k

eys to it all. N
ot even

 
D

um
bledore h

ad w
ritten

 it dow
n

. 
Few

 people k
n

ew
 w

h
at H

orcruxes w
ere, but a catalog search

 of th
ose 

term
s w

ould lead th
em

 straigh
t to th

e subject. T
h

e poin
t of k

eepin
g th

em
 

a forbidden
 topic w

as to discourage th
e pow

er-h
un

gry from
 w

eapon
izin

g 
th

em
. If th

e in
form

ation
 fell in

to th
e w

ron
g h

an
ds... 

C
ould sh

e trust th
at th

e in
form

ation
 w

ould get to th
e righ

t people 
w

ith
out bein

g discovered? H
ow

 direct w
as th

e straw
b

erry blon
de’s access 

to G
in

n
y? H

ow
 m

an
y h

an
ds w

ould carry th
is in

form
ation

? 
A

n
d a dark

 th
ough

t as H
erm

ion
e stared out h

er w
in

dow
s to th

e m
oon

-
lit groun

ds —
 W

ould it m
atter? C

ould G
in

n
y accom

plish
 it on

 h
er ow

n
? 

H
ow

 could G
in

n
y sum

m
on

 Fien
dfyre, or fin

d basilisk
 ven

om
? W

ould 
th

e Sw
ord of G

ryffin
dor appear to h

er at th
e exact righ

t m
om

en
t? 

H
erm

ion
e sh

ook
 h

er h
ead, ban

ish
in

g h
er con

cern
s aw

ay. H
ow

ever im
-

possible h
er circum

stan
ces m

ay h
ave seem

ed, G
in

n
y w

as resourceful. 
C

lever. H
erm

ion
e h

ad to trust h
er; h

ad to get h
er th

e in
form

ation
 sh

e’d 
ask

ed for. B
ut sh

e’d h
ave to fin

d an
oth

er w
ay. A

 n
ote w

as too risk
y. 

For n
ow

, th
e m

ost h
elpful in

form
ation

 H
erm

ion
e could pass on

 w
as 

th
at V

oldem
ort m

ay b
e th

e K
in

g, but N
agin

i w
as th

e Q
ueen

. T
ak

e th
e 

Q
ueen

 first. 
G

in
n

y couldn
’t focus on

 V
oldem

ort. Sh
e h

ad to get close to N
agin

i. 
A

n
d H

erm
ion

e w
ould h

ave to fin
d a w

ay to pass th
e rest of th

e in
for-

m
ation

 w
ith

out a n
ote. 

T
h

e im
age of V

oldem
ort’s face after in

vadin
g h

er m
in

d sw
am

 up. T
h

e 
look

 of un
certain

, com
plicated th

ough
t on

ce h
e’d con

firm
ed th

at H
arry 
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h
ad been

 an
 un

in
ten

tion
al H

orcrux. H
erm

ion
e bit h

er lip, prayin
g h

e 
h

adn
’t created an

oth
er. H

is soul w
as already un

stable —
 h

opefully h
e 

w
asn

’t un
w

ise en
ough

 to split it furth
er. 

It w
as four in

 th
e m

orn
in

g b
y th

e tim
e H

erm
ion

e settled on
 tw

o w
ords, 

clear an
d crisp in

 th
e quill’s in

k
. A

 h
in

t, an
d a w

arn
in

g. A
 th

ough
t th

at 
n

eith
er G

in
n

y n
or G

eorge n
or an

y oth
er livin

g person
 besides R

on
 w

ould 
th

in
k

 of. 
Sn

ake first. 

>
 

Sh
e slept till on

e in
 th

e aftern
oon

, lettin
g th

e em
otion

al w
h

iplash
 of th

e 
previous even

in
g run

 its course th
rough

 h
er. T

h
e full w

eigh
t of h

er prob-
lem

s seem
ed to return

 to h
er as sh

e lay in
 bed, blin

k
in

g at th
e ceilin

g. Sh
e 

grim
aced an

d th
rew

 th
e covers off h

erself. 
Sh

e’d decided on
 h

ow
 to respon

d to G
in

n
y’s n

ote, but as sh
e poured 

h
er coffee from

 th
e carafe th

at h
ad appeared on

 h
er n

igh
tstan

d, sh
e k

n
ew

 
sh

e h
ad a m

ore im
m

ediate problem
. It w

as critical for h
er to m

ain
tain

 
con

sisten
t appearan

ces at E
din

burgh
, m

ak
in

g h
erself available for an

y 
form

 of com
m

un
ication

. A
n

d to do th
at, sh

e an
d D

raco n
eeded to coop-

erate better. T
h

eir row
 last n

igh
t h

ad cut th
e even

in
g sh

ort —
 som

eth
in

g 
sh

e couldn
’t afford in

 th
e future. 

H
erm

ion
e took

 a lon
g sip of coffee, con

siderin
g. T

h
ree th

in
gs h

ad
 

seem
ed to an

ger h
im

 last n
igh

t. K
issin

g Flin
t, tryin

g to play th
e part in

 
th

e din
in

g room
, an

d lettin
g th

e straw
b

erry-blon
de get close to h

er. H
er-

m
ion

e supposed sh
e could

 see h
is perspective about Flin

t, but sh
e’d do it 

again
 in

 a h
eartbeat. Surely h

e h
ad to un

derstan
d w

h
y. 

T
h

e rest of h
is an

ger m
ade n

o sen
se. 

Sh
e closed h

er eyes, figh
tin

g back
 h

er irritation
 at th

e im
possible rid-

dle th
at w

as D
raco M

alfoy. P
erh

aps un
derstan

din
g th

e root cause of h
is 

an
ger w

asn
’t as im

portan
t as m

ak
in

g sure it w
ouldn

’t h
appen

 again
. Sh

e 
n

eeded to k
n

ow
 w

h
at sh

e could an
d couldn

’t do. O
r else h

e m
igh

t revert 
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back
 to tak

in
g P

an
sy in

 h
er body. 

H
erm

ion
e frow

n
ed in

to h
er coffee cup. 

T
h

at couldn
’t h

appen
. It w

as h
er body —

 on
ly sh

e h
ad th

e righ
t to b

e 
in

 it. A
n

d th
e girls w

ere coun
tin

g on
 h

er to b
e th

ere, petty squabbles aside. 
Sh

e n
eeded to m

ak
e am

en
ds w

ith
 h

im
. 

E
ven

 th
ough h

e w
as in

 th
e w

ron
g. 

Scow
lin

g, sh
e drain

ed th
e rest of h

er coffee m
ug an

d w
en

t to h
er bath

 
to w

ash
 up. 

>
 

A
fter collectin

g h
er th

ough
ts, sh

e search
ed th

e M
an

or for h
im

. Sh
e foun

d 
h

im
 in

 h
is study on

 th
e first floor, th

e door sligh
tly crack

ed. T
h

ere w
as n

o 
respon

se after a few
 k

n
ock

s, so sh
e push

ed th
e door open

 w
ith

 h
er fin

ger-
tips, h

oldin
g h

er breath
 as it sw

un
g back

w
ard. H

e w
as ben

t over h
is desk

, 
sealin

g an
 en

velope w
ith

 th
e M

alfoy w
ax seal w

ith
 an

 im
passive expression

 
on

 h
is face. Sh

e stood in
 th

e doorw
ay an

d w
aited for h

im
 to ack

n
ow

ledge 
h

er. H
e fin

ally glan
ced up at h

er, glarin
g before h

is eyes rak
ed over h

er 
jean

s an
d train

ers. H
e alw

ays h
ated w

h
en

 sh
e w

ore jean
s, sh

e’d n
oticed. 

Sh
e sw

allow
ed an

d lifted h
er ch

in
. “C

an
 w

e h
ave a discussion

?” 
“B

y all m
ean

s, G
ran

ger.” H
is ton

e w
as acerbic as h

e stood, replacin
g 

th
e seal an

d th
e w

ax in
 h

is desk
 draw

er. 
Sh

e felt th
e an

ger th
at on

ly h
e stirred in

 h
er start to boil before sh

e 
refocused. 

Stayin
g put in

 th
e doorw

ay, alm
ost block

in
g h

is exit, sh
e said, “I’d lik

e 
to talk

 about th
e fact th

at w
e h

aven
’t h

ad a successful even
in

g at E
din

-
burgh

 yet.” 
H

is eyes flick
ered up to h

er. “Successful.” Sh
e n

odded, an
d th

e corn
er 

of h
is m

outh
 tw

itch
ed. “A

n
d w

h
at w

ould th
at look

 lik
e, G

ran
ger?” 

“Y
ou tell m

e,” sh
e said quietly. “I’ve been

 tw
ice, an

d both
 tim

es I’ve 
felt lik

e I’m
 drow

n
in

g.” 


