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This story is completed.

~o0o~

Chapter 1 – The Third Prophecy
~o0o~

Summary: On Valentine's Day of Harry Potter's sixth year, a new prophecy is heard which suggests that
Severus Snape's marriage may offer great help in the war against Voldemort. Albus Dumbledore decides
to take action to ensure that the prophecy comes about.

~*~

The Headmaster’s office was bright and warm, smelling cheerfully of sunshine and lemon
drops. The dark wood of the gothic bookcases and wainscoting glowed with polish, and the
April sunshine glinted invitingly off the many objects that whirled, clicked, and waved on
shelves and tables around the room. Albus Dumbledore, however, was not cheerful. He sat
alone at his desk, staring absently at his cold afternoon tea, allowing his face to show the
tiredness and frustration he hid from his staff and his students. He sighed. Everything would
have been so much simpler had he not visited the Burrow for tea on Valentine’s Day six weeks
ago, and had he not taken Sibyl Trelawney along with him. Or would Sibyl have spoken the
prophecy eventually anyway? Albus had no idea.

But he’d had to take her along, really. She’d been included partly as a distraction for prying
eyes, so that any Ministry spies might believe that the invitation had been to her. It wouldn’t
do to have a loyal Ministry employee like Arthur Weasley associated with the notoriously anti-
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Ministry Headmaster of Hogwarts School of Witchcraft and Wizardry. And in any case, the poor
dear was almost at the end of her tether. With fewer classes to keep her busy, Sibyl had
begun drinking heavily and had become so undependable that, if senior staff were not in the
school, Albus feared to leave her at Hogwarts alone. And on Valentine’s Day, Minerva
McGonagall had been in the Forbidden Forest, working with an advanced student, while
Severus Snape had gone to Grimmauld Place to take to Remus Lupin his monthly potion. And
Filius Flitwick and Pomona Sprout were in Hogsmeade, supervising a student visit to the town.
Albus had felt compelled to take Sibyl with him.

And, after all, the Divination Mistress was troublesome, unhappy and deluded, but she had
spoken the prophecy that had given them hope during Voldemort’s first reign of terror and
that might yet guide their steps in bringing about the end of his second. Harry Potter, the
subject of that prophecy, was now nearing the end of his sixth year at Hogwarts. The poor boy
hadn’t had much of a childhood, but he seemed to be adjusting at last to the weight of his
destiny, particularly now that he’d shared the contents of the prophecy with his three best
friends, the two youngest Weasley children and Hermione Granger. Sibyl was much worse off,
really. The woman had information that Voldemort wanted and she was both weak and rather
stupid, a potentially fatal combination. Dumbledore felt bound to protect her, and to make her
as comfortable and happy as he could. So he had taken her with him to the Burrow.

Molly had invited them to tea so Dumbledore could discuss strategy with Arthur. Instead, they
had all heard Sibyl’s third true prophecy, which, like her first, had offered hope in a time of
despair. It contained much information, but almost none of it was straight-forward. Albus
hoped he had interpreted it correctly, and not brought disaster upon them by assuming too
much about the confusing words. He was uncertain. He sighed yet again and took out his
Pensieve. Not for the first time, he began to remove the memories of that February afternoon
from his head.

It had been a dark day with rain threatening, unusually dreary even for mid-February. The
dim afternoon sun slanted through the windows of the Burrow’s sitting room, far outshone by
the light of the crackling fire. The tea table before the fire was invitingly laden with a sparkling
white linen cloth and flowered china as the four clustered around it. As always at the
Weasleys’ home, Albus had reflected, everything was a bit shabby, but beautifully clean and
comfortable. Two pale blue plates offered elegant, but unfortunately rather dry, imported
chocolate biscuits. Molly always made an admirable effort. Dumbledore wondered if she’d be
offended if he suggested she simply serve her wonderful home-baked bread and butter. He’d
have liked that far better.

“Cream, Sibyl? And sugar? One lump or two?” Molly Weasley asked, as she poured tea for the
dithering witch, who had declined the invitation to pour out, rather to Molly’s relief.

“Cream and two sugars, please,” Professor Trelawney said firmly. “I always take two. But
perhaps... perhaps... yes, I think one lump would be more auspicious today. One, please.”

“I’ve already put in two, dear. Do you mind drinking it that way? No one else takes cream, and
since I’ve already poured it...” Mrs. Weasley sounded rather embarrassed. The cream must
have been a bit of an extravagance, since it clearly pained her to think of throwing it out.

“Well,” Sibyl answered vaguely, “I should hate to put you to any trouble. If the fates have evil
consequences in store for me, far be it for me to deny them.” Her words were slightly slurred
and Albus gave her a sharp glance.

“Thank you, dear. We’ll hope they don’t. Would you like a biscuit? Oh, so glad you like them.”
Molly sounded a bit dismayed as Professor Trelawney took the last five of the expensive
chocolate biscuits onto her plate. “Arthur, would you mind bringing more biscuits? I think
there are some lemon creams in the cupboard over the stove.”

Albus gave her his twinkling smile. Molly’s lemon creams, the model for her twin sons’ Canary
Creams, were famously delicious.

“It’s very kind of you to ask us to the Burrow this afternoon, Molly,” he said, over the sounds
of Arthur rummaging around in the kitchen. “It’s a Hogsmeade weekend, and it does us both
good to get away. The children are so excited by their Valentine’s Day flirtations that it can
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become rather noisy and tiring. Sibyl doesn’t have many opportunities to leave the school
these days, and I’ve been rather tied down by work as well.” He sighed with pleasure as
Arthur returned with a plate of Molly’s lemon creams. He took two; they were almost as good
as sherbet lemons.

“How is your son Percy these days, Molly?” Professor Trelawney inquired politely. “Such a
delightful young man, Percy Weasley. He was one of my most promising students, you know.
Very brave in some of his prognostications—so willing to look coldly at the vagaries fate has in
store for him. Most children tend to be unwilling to face the sometimes bitter truth to be found
in their Inner Eyes.”

“Unfortunately, we’ve heard nothing from him for some time,” Arthur sighed, unobtrusively
putting a hand over his wife’s. “But he did send Molly a thank-you note for his Christmas
sweater, so we are hoping he may find time to visit us before too long. All that turmoil at the
Ministry last June, you know. He was hit very hard by Cornelius Fudge’s ouster and Dolores
Umbridge’s rather abrupt departure from Hogwarts.”

Professor Trelawney gave a little huff of disgust at the mention of the former Hogwarts High
Inquisitor.

“We are all doing our best to come up with a solution, Molly,” Albus interjected in a soothing
voice. “I’m sure we’ll work out something before long. We all miss Percy, and I’m sure he has
much to contribute to our cause.” His smile was optimistic, but his eyes held very little of their
customary twinkle. The young man had a history of making poor choices, and he’d spent much
of his youth in the company of a pet rat who later turned out to be an Animagus, a very sly
man and one of Voldemort’s most trusted servants. Albus had his suspicions about Percy
Weasley.

“But Ginny is doing surprisingly well!” Molly said with slightly forced cheerfulness. “It is such a
relief to have her back again. And such a resilient girl she’s turned out to be—thank
heavens!—first that horrible experience with You-Know-Who’s diary in her first year, and then
two months in his clutches this past fall! It was a tremendous relief to get her back, and in
perfect health as well. We’re so grateful to you for that, Albus. She’s even begun dating
again—that charming Irishman, Seamus Finnegan, in Ron’s year. Lovely singing voice he
has—we had him here over the Christmas holidays.”

“Yes,” said Arthur, looking at Dumbledore a bit less enthusiastically. “It was good to get her
back... at last. Although I am not at all sure that she’s recovered completely from the
experience.”

“What a pity, what a pity,” Professor Trelawney said in a very bored voice. She wolfed down
another two lemon creams a little too quickly and choked a bit. She took a sip of tea, but as
she set it down her head suddenly fell back against her chair. Her mouth opened slackly
revealing a rather unpleasant wad of incompletely chewed biscuit on her tongue. Molly rose in
concern, but Dumbledore restrained her with a gesture. He sat up sharply, completely
attentive. Suddenly, she began to chant in a deep grating voice unlike her usual wispy tone.

Molly and Arthur looked at each other in alarm. They were clearly hearing a prophecy, and
from Dumbledore’s attitude, a true one, like the prophecy that had so blighted Harry Potter’s
life. However, this prophecy seemed to make even less sense than the one they had all
debated so extensively. True, there was a hopeful bit about bringing the Dark Lord to his
knees, and this was apparently related to a marriage. But there was also a lot about power
and powerlessness and an ancient lineage. An ancient pain was mentioned—a curse
perhaps?—and there was a puzzling reference to the strength of the weak.

The voice ended and Professor Trelawney closed her mouth. She swallowed and choked badly
on the remains of her biscuits. This time Molly was allowed to go to her, as the Headmaster
was clearly deep in thought. Molly thumped her on the back rather mercilessly and offered her
a fresh cup of tea. The professor took it and reached for the last lemon cream at the same
time.

“Thank you, Molly. No, not well at all I fear. I still feel quite faint, actually. You see, I knew
that two sugars in my tea this afternoon would be too much. But of course I didn’t want to be
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a trouble to you. Now, however, might I ask you if I could just lie down for a few minutes? So
sorry to be a bother...”

“Of course, dear. No bother at all.” Molly led the older woman to the small study that opened
off the sitting room and arranged her on the comfortable old sofa with pillows and a colorful
afghan. “Here, Sibyl. Have a bit of a lie-down, now, and you’ll feel better in no time.” Loud
snores could be heard as Molly closed the door.

“She’ll be safe there for a bit—there’s no fireplace,” Molly said, warding the room. “Now, what
was all that about?”

“Poor Sibyl,” Dumbledore interrupted. “A miserable life she leads since the Dark Lord’s return.
I’m afraid she’d been at the sherry already by the time we left.” He turned to Arthur. “Please
don’t offer drinks when she wakes.”

“No, no. Of course not. So have we just heard a true prophecy, Albus?” Arthur seemed a bit
awestruck to have such a thing occur in his own sitting room.

“Yes, I’m afraid we have. Her third, you know. And it seems to me the least specific of the
lot.” Dumbledore stared off into space.

Molly looked at him in consternation. “What was all that about power and the powerless?”

Dumbledore smiled. “Oh, the powerless is clear enough. ‘The three shall bring power to those
born of the powerless’ means power to the Muggle-born. ‘The powerless’ is an archaic way of
referring to Muggles, meaning their lack of magical power. And it is made certain by the last
sentence about the couple with the ancient magical heritage bringing acceptance to those who
have inherited none. It must mean Muggle-borns, since they don’t inherit their magic. But
whether the power that they will be given is magical or political is less clear. The last line says
acceptance, so perhaps it merely means that they will be granted the same stature as wizards
and witches from older families. Either outcome would be a tremendous boon to our world;
discrimination against Muggle-borns still causes horrible problems. It’s terribly wasteful.”

“And ‘their offspring, yet unborn, shall change history’? ” Molly continued. “It says the three
shall bring power, but why should it say the child is yet unborn? It is a prophecy; none of it
has happened yet. Surely the child can’t do much of value until it’s born? Is that sort of
change of tense normal?”

“Not in my experience,” Dumbledore said wryly. “Although even my experience of true
prophecies is rather limited. Yet another problem to be considered. A couple. And their child.”

“Have you any idea whom it might refer to? The beginning must be a clue of some sort,”
Arthur mused. “’ The Greyhound and the Lioness.’ What’s meant by those animals in
particular?”

“Well, the Greyhound must be Severus Snape, mustn’t it?” said Molly, who knew her pure-
blood families well. “There’s been a greyhound on the Snape crest for at least nine centuries,
and it isn’t an animal one sees very often. In fact, I can’t think of any other family or
institution that’s used the animal even in a minor way.”

Dumbledore nodded. “Yes, the Greyhound must be someone in the Snape family. There is a
Muggle transportation company in America that uses the animal as a mascot, but that can
hardly be what is meant. They have no magical connection that I’m aware of.”

Molly nodded. “And Severus is the last of the Snapes, isn’t he?”

“No, not quite,” Dumbledore had said absently. “Septimius is still alive.” He turned to Arthur,
less well versed in family histories than his wife. “You remember—Severus’s great-
grandfather. The one who’s been so... accommodating to the Order.”

“Ah yes, of course. But he’s presumably getting on in years. Any idea what will happen
when...”

“Yes, unfortunately.” Dumbledore grimaced. “It’s not good. But he’s in excellent health, I’m
happy to say. We’ll have to hope he continues to be, although he’s older than I am and
certainly not of an age to contemplate matrimony. So I think it must indeed refer to Severus.”
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Molly rolled her eyes. “And you think Severus might contemplate matrimony? Surely not. The
man hasn’t ever looked at a woman that I’ve noticed.”

Arthur smiled at his wife. “And she would have noticed, you know, Albus,” he said wryly.

Molly shot him a fond look and continued. “And, frankly, who would marry him? I know he’s
brilliant, and he does very valuable work, but let’s face it he’s not very attractive. And, putting
that together with his rather... varied past and his chances for surviving this war, I can’t see
him as a very desirable husband for anyone. And a Lioness?”

“Yes, that’s the larger problem,” Dumbledore said. “It was pretty clear that the Lioness shares
the same ancient lineage. ‘Joint heirs’ the prophecy said; and the word lineage was singular.
‘Lovers who share an age-old magic.’ It’s quite unambiguous. But there aren’t very many
branches on the Snape family tree.”

“And a Lioness.” Arthur added. “I can’t imagine a Snape becoming a Gryffindor.”

“Well, it’s happened in my memory, in fact, but it hasn’t for a very long time,” Dumbledore
replied with a wry smile. Then he sobered. There was a Gryffindor, a sixth-year student, that
his Potions Master had seemed a bit taken with of late. Hermione Granger, Harry Potter’s best
friend. A lioness, indeed; however, she was about as far as one could get from an ancient
lineage, being a Muggle-born. Perhaps some subtle discouragement was in order there. It
would be inappropriate anyway—the girl was only in her sixth year—far too young for anything
like that. But if this prophecy was correct, and true prophecies usually were, the development
of a relationship there might make a victory over the Dark Lord less likely. Yes, some action
from him would be required to ensure that this prophecy came to pass.

“Of course, it may not be a Gryffindor at all,” he said finally. “A Lion is the mascot of
Beauxbatons Academy, just as the Hog is of Hogwarts. Something to do with Berengaria, I
believe. And there’s an American magical school with that mascot as well. And of course the
lion can be a symbol of British nationality, although that seems far too vague. No, if Severus is
the Greyhound, the woman must be identifiable as a Lioness in a similar way. But the family
connection...”

“I think I’ve got it,” Molly looked up triumphantly, having clearly finished an intense inventory
of her mental genealogies. “The Snapes do have daughters from time to time, although I don’t
think the recent ones have any surviving children. But I think there was a daughter, about ten
generations back who married a Black. Arabella, perhaps?”

Arthur smiled. “Tonks! She’d make Severus an excellent wife—really stir him up a bit!”

Molly rolled her eyes. “They’d kill each other within hours. I agree he needs someone lively,
but not quite that lively. In any case, she wasn’t a Gryffindor. I think she was a Ravenclaw.”

“Slytherin,” Dumbledore said absently, clearly thinking hard again. “No, Nymphadora can lay
no claim to be a lioness at all that I can think of. And the connection is very distant indeed,
even if she is in fact a descendant. The Black family was quite large at one time. And her
father, after all, is a Muggle, so she has no magical heritage on that side at all. No, I would
assume from the emphasis on heritage that a pure-blood witch is meant. ‘Joint heirs’ sounds
as if there are only two. And if Nymphadora’s family is involved, there would be Draco Malfoy
and the three Black sisters to inherit the tradition. That doesn’t sound quite right.
Nevertheless... Arabella, you think? I shall have to do some genealogical research.”

Molly shook her head. “I shall do some checking as well. There’s a useful book at Grimmauld
Place, I think. But a marriage between two Snapes! Four witnesses would be quite surprising
for a binding in such an old and eminent family—and two of them ‘scorned by wizard kind. ’ I
can’t imagine a pure-blood binding being so poorly attended. They are usually such
celebrations of family interconnections and pure-blood exclusivity. Even ours was huge.” She
sounded exasperated at the mere memory. “And anyone scorned by other wizards would
certainly be scorned by the Snapes!”

Arthur shook his head. “It might happen that way if the circumstances required it—perhaps if
it was necessary to marry in secret. Any marriage Severus contracts before the fall of You-
Know-Who would have to be kept very quiet. And Severus is a very private person. I can’t
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imagine him having a huge, high-society binding, not with most of his family dead. But the
most hopeful part is completely obscure to me: ‘The Dark Lord, lacking the strength of the
weak, shall be brought to his knees.’ Do you think the strength of the weak might refer to
some sort of Muggle skills, Albus? ‘The weak’ is very like ‘the powerless’?”

Dumbledore shook his head. “Voldemort grew up as a Muggle and has a basic knowledge of
the Muggle world. It is very enigmatic. But I’m most puzzled by the phrase ‘Thrice the spell
shall be augmented... unlooked for sharing of an ancient pain.’ Some sort of ancient Cruciatus
curse? And does the tripling of the spell’s effectiveness have anything to do with the three who
shall bring power to the Muggle-born? I would suppose so. They all must cast it together, yet
how is this possible if the child is ‘yet unborn’? And how can a spell be unanticipated,
‘unlooked for’? Surely someone must cast it, and it is therefore not unlooked for at all! And
why ‘sharing’? Would Voldemort’s attackers have to suffer the same pain? I can think of no
existing spell with these characteristics, and a newly developed spell wouldn’t cause an
‘ancient’ pain.”

He looked struck by a new thought and turned to the Weasleys earnestly. “But Arthur, Molly,
we must not talk about this. We don’t understand it, and so we don’t understand its
importance. And you remember how important the knowledge of the prophecy about Harry
proved to be. No, we must say nothing. Probably we must do nothing; after all, if Voldemort
had shown such wisdom, Harry would have no chance to defeat him. In fact, it would be best
if we could forget we’ve heard it. Do not mention it to anyone, not even another Order
member.”

“Not even to Severus?” Molly was incredulous. “Surely he should know.”

“Particularly not to Severus,” Dumbledore said severely. “He has more than enough to be
getting on with these days. That would be tempting fate indeed. He might feel compelled to
marry someone to fulfill the prophecy, and yet she might turn out to be the wrong person. No,
I think we must leave this strictly alone—there is a great potential for interference that will
hurt our cause. Please follow my wishes in this. Now, Arthur, there were several points I
wanted to go over with you before the next general meeting of the Order, and as long as Sibyl
is safely disposed of for a moment...”

Albus pulled his head from the Pensieve and looked around his office again. The golden
sunlight was fading now, and it would soon be time for dinner. The slanting beams illuminated
his many magical tools, whirring and waving from the shelves. The prophecy seemed just as
obscure to him now as it had done the first time he’d heard it, and none of these complex
tools could give him any guidance. Albus sighed deeply. The genealogical research he had
done only confused matters further.

It was only today, six weeks after that horrible tea, that Dumbledore had finally been able find
the time to check his genealogical references, and his conclusions left matters far from clear.
Arabella Black, née Snape, was apparently the only Snape for thirteen generations other than
Septimius, the current head of the family, to have living descendants. She had, in fact, thirty-
four of them, including Albus himself. (Arabella Snape had been, as he had half-remembered
when Molly mentioned the name, his great-great-grandmother.) But, of the thirty-four, there
was only one descendant who was female, of marriageable age, and still unmarried.
Nymphadora Tonks, who had no claim to being a lioness or a pure-blood in any case, was a
distant second. She proved to be related to Arabella only by marriage—she was a descendant
of Arabella’s husband’s older brother.

The best—really, the only—candidate was by coincidence one of his own relatives, his favorite
niece, his youngest brother’s great-granddaughter, Elizabeth Dumbledore. She was an
extremely intelligent and striking-looking young woman, aristocratic and elegant, with a long
mane of tawny blond hair. Not beautiful, really, but attractive. She was soon to graduate from
Beauxbatons, and could thus be considered a lioness, and perhaps her elegance and hair color
also suggested the leonine. It seemed to Albus that she must be the one, the lioness of the
prophecy. Who else could it be?

It was true that she could only be seen by a great stretch of the imagination as the “joint heir”
with Severus of the Snape magic, since there were thirty-three other distant relatives. But



The Lioness Prophecies

11

prophecies were notoriously poetic, Albus told himself. Of course “joint” wasn’t a terribly
poetic word, a small voice in the back of his mind pointed out relentlessly. One might have
expected something softer like “shared” if a more general relationship was intended, and
indeed that was used in the first instance. “Joint” implied equality, and Severus was clearly
more a Snape than Elizabeth was. But perhaps, Albus thought, he was falsely adopting
artificial assumptions about the importance of the male line to think that Severus was more
worthy of the name than Arabella’s descendants. After all, while wizard law tended to see
things this way, it was merely a convention. Wizard law also discriminated against Muggle-
borns in several ways, and one would hope that a prophecy would not do likewise. This one,
for example seemed quite positive about Muggle-borns. Perhaps for the purposes of a
prophecy, the female line was considered the equal of the male. After all, Elizabeth probably
had as much of the ancient Snape heritage in her blood as Severus.

But he would have to watch himself carefully. Albus knew he was not unbiased. He would like
to see his niece bound to Severus, and he had an additional motive at the moment, in that
Elizabeth had just become engaged to an extremely unsuitable man. She was clearly born to
be an academic like himself. And yet, in her adolescent confusion, she had engaged herself to
a professional Quidditch player, a man who could have no intellectual interests at all in
common with her. Engaged to be married at only seventeen! She was as young as that
Muggle-born Gryffindor that he was going to have to discourage Severus from chatting with so
much. He had encountered the two of them in Severus’s office only three days previously,
arguing loudly and quite amusingly over the potential use of hippogriff feathers in species-
switching potions. Miss Granger had defended her position furiously against her professor’s
caustic comments, and Severus had struggled to control his laughter. Yes, that was definitely
going to have to be stopped. A young woman who could make Severus laugh would be a
dangerous rival to Elizabeth. But anything between them would be horribly improper in any
case; she was still a student, after all. Perhaps it was time he reminded his Potions Master of
that fact. And, once they were thrown together, Severus and Elizabeth would get along
excellently. He was brilliant, and he could be charming—he’d put all thoughts of that Quidditch
star out of her head. And she would give him a new energy, a new dedication to the
destruction of Voldemort, and a deeper tie to Albus himself.

But he must not let his own wishes influence him. He considered the prophecy again. Were
they the pair? The genealogy of the Snape family could suggest no other. The first mention of
the couple, it’s true, spoke only of a shared “age-old magic” —that might be a spell, perhaps
even the spell about the ancient pain mentioned later. But the closing line, which spoke of
‘joint heirs of a magical lineage’ must be a reference to a blood line, a pure-blood heritage,
suggesting that it was this blood line that brought the magic. And “age-old” certainly
described the Snape lineage.

How odd, Dumbledore thought, that the prophecy suggested that a pure-blood couple of
ancient lineage would be a key to the defeat of Voldemort. The former Tom Riddle was himself
a half-blood, but his focus on pure-blood traditions was one of the factors that had brought
him support from many of the wealthier families in the community. Dumbledore himself had
always stressed the importance of making the proper choices, and assured his students that
blood and inherited characteristics were less important. Of course, Harry Potter’s own destiny
had been determined largely by the prophecy and Voldemort’s choices, not really any choices
of his own. He had made choices, but Albus had ensured that those choices were the ones he
needed to make. But this prophecy, with its stress on pure-blood heritage, suggested that
inheritance would play a role in Riddle’s downfall. It would be appropriate, even poetic, given
the enemy’s obsession with bloodlines. Potter was a half-blood, as was Riddle. According to
Sibyl’s first prophecy, he would be the one to vanquish Voldemort at last, or else be
vanquished himself. But it had been his Muggle-born mother who had stopped Riddle’s first
reign of terror. Surely there would be a role in his defeat for the third strand of wizard society,
the pure-bloods. It was only fitting that, just as the pure-bloods had supported Voldemort’s
rise, a pure-blood couple and their child would help bring about his fall, bring him to his knees
so that Potter could vanquish him.

Yes, that must be Severus and Elizabeth’s role. He’d always known that Severus would be
important, if he survived long enough to fight openly. Voldemort had trusted him for so long
that it would be a debilitating shock when he finally turned to fight against his Death Eater
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colleagues. And he would... Dumbledore allowed brief doubt to pass through his mind, the
doubt he never allowed anyone to see... yes, Severus would fight them, fight for the side of
the light and the right. He was truly loyal, loyal to Dumbledore personally and to the rightness
of their cause. And Elizabeth, well, he’d hate to see her fighting, but she was a powerful witch.
But perhaps her role would be simply to bear the child and inspire her husband.

And they’d make such a lovely couple—her light hair and youth and his dark hair and
prematurely aged face, both of them tall and elegant. He’d invite Elizabeth to visit for the
Easter holidays, get her to spend some time with Severus, let nature take its course. He pulled
out his quill...

~*~

Marie-Thérèse Dumbledore looked scornfully across the staff room at her husband’s great
uncle. “Sir, you should be ashamed of yourself,” she said, her thick French accent only
emphasizing the scorn in her voice. “Your niece, she has made her choice, and her father and
I have agreed to it with enthusiasm. You are not even acquainted with the young man! He is
both amiable and admirable—far more amiable and admirable than your... Well, comparisons
are unnecessary. You have no right to keep her from her fiancé and to attempt to attach her
to someone else. She has been forced to spend two long weeks here, suffering the misery of
separation from her lover and the pain of her divided loyalties, and to what purpose? Elizabeth
is coming home with me immediately!”

“Madam, you forget yourself.” Dumbledore said coldly. “You are not aware of all the
circumstances. And you have no right to bring this young man into my school, with no
invitation!”

“Sir, you have no right...”

Severus Snape glanced surreptitiously at the Headmaster, who had been conducting a faculty
meeting when the furious Frenchwoman appeared with the famous Quidditch star in tow. He
glanced at Madam Hooch, who was practically drooling at the sight of the man, and then
looked back at Albus, who seemed slowly to be admitting defeat. Severus had done his best;
he really had, despite the complete lack of enthusiasm from the obviously homesick and
lovesick young woman. Younger than many of his seventh years students, he thought, and yet
Dumbledore had clearly expected him to court the child. Severus Snape, the cruel bat of the
dungeons, as a romantic partner! He could just imagine what the Headmaster would have
said, should he make such obvious overtures to a Hogwarts student of the same age. He had,
in fact, made some rather irritating remarks to Severus on that very subject only a week
before Mademoiselle Dumbledore’s arrival.

The Quidditch star looked quite intelligent, Severus thought, and was smiling apologetically at
the assembled staff members as his fiancée’s mother harangued the Headmaster. Snape
noticed that Minerva McGonagall had an extremely self-satisfied smirk on her face. She had
admitted to him only this morning that Albus was hoping to use him to distract his niece from
a man he thought an unsuitable partner for her. She thought he was going about it in exactly
the wrong way; and she had no doubt expressed her opinion strongly to Albus himself. Yes, he
thought, that was certainly an I-told-you-so smirk. He was glad Minerva was enjoying this.
Albus certainly was not, and he himself was a bit embarrassed to have been the cause of the
trouble, even though he had merely attempted to follow the Headmaster’s instructions.

Elizabeth had been an acceptable companion, he thought, until Albus’s strategy had become
obvious. At Albus’s request, he had escorted her to a play in London and a charms lecture in
Hogsmeade. It had been rather nice to have an intelligent young woman at his side, and their
conversation at dinner after both events had been pleasant enough. He did not normally think
of himself as a squire of young women, but he agreed with Albus that any woman bearing the
name Dumbledore would be a target for the Dark Lord. He had been rather honored that Albus
had trusted him with the protection of his female relative. Surprisingly, Severus had found the
role of gallant protector rather enjoyable, particularly as several of his male colleagues at
Hogwarts and in the Order visibly envied him the opportunity.

When Albus had begun to hint broadly that he might think of marrying, he was startled to find
that the idea was extremely attractive. He had been alone for so long, that the mere idea of
having such a companion and a supportive presence in his life had always seemed an
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unattainable luxury. And of course there was the duty to his family, as the last Snape, to
father an heir. His failure to do his duty there had long disturbed him, but he had reconciled
himself to deferring both the pleasure and the duty until after the fall of the Dark Lord, should
he survive it. Yet Albus seemed to think that it could be managed sooner, and was even
encouraging it. Try as he might, however, Severus had been unable to find in himself the
requisite enthusiasm for the particular young woman Albus suggested. She was too tall, her
hair was too blonde and too smooth, her face too aristocratic and narrow, her eyes
insufficiently brown and sparkling, and her temperament... yes, her temperament was far too
docile and calm. She was a pleasant companion for an evening, but he felt he would find her
bland docility tedious and her conventional conversation boring for any longer period of time.
No, Elizabeth Dumbledore had done nothing for his heart. And as it turned out, this was just
as well...

Severus looked up as the Frenchwoman’s tirade was interrupted by the arrival of her
daughter, who curtseyed to Albus, and then to her mother, and then turned to her fiancé who
held out a hand of greeting. Looking at the mute adoration on her face, Snape had to smother
a smile. Albus had no hope at all; a liaison with him was simply not on the cards. This young
woman’s heart was clearly given away for good and all. She was almost beautiful as she
looked at the man, her rather harsh and angular features softened by the affection in her face.
Severus wished someone would look at him like that. Not Elizabeth Dumbledore, of course,
but someone. Someone considerably shorter, with warm brown eyes, bushy brown hair, and a
face full of happy enthusiasm and intelligence. That would be nice, he thought smugly, as the
irate Frenchwoman fired off a few parting shots at the Headmaster and herded the young
people out of the room.

~o0o~

A/N: This story, the first I've had the temerity to post, was inspired by one of the optional suggestions in
the Surrogacy Challenge, but doesn't even follow that very well. It will ignore the events of HBP (most
notably, Severus Snape is represented as a pure-blood and the Potions Master), but it does make use of
various spells and people (Scrimgeour) introduced in that volume, particularly in the later chapters. It's
completely written (though still being tinkered with) and runs to 34 chapters of increasing length. Only
one or two chapters will go much beyond PG, and they will be marked as such.
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Chapter 2 – Arrivals and Departures
~o0o~

Summary: During the Christmas holidays of their seventh year, Harry, Ron, and Hermione are staying at
Grimmauld Place with Professor Snape and Mrs. Weasley. However, news of the illness of Snape's great-
grandfather prompts a change in their plans.

~*~

Despite the imminent arrival of Christmas, the mood at 12 Grimmauld Place was somber. A
heavy, icy rain beat against the tall, narrow windows, chilling the library of the old house. Only
one end of the large room was warm enough to be comfortable, where several chairs and a
sofa clustered in front of the fire that crackled on the hearth. Harry Potter and Hermione
Granger sat leaning against opposite arms of the comfortable leather sofa, their faces
flickering in the light of the flames as they worked on their holiday reading assignments.
Suddenly, the agonized cries of their friend Ron Weasley sounded from a bedroom on the floor
above, and they cringed and exchanged worried glances.

“Do you think we should go up?” Hermione asked, frowning a little in her concern. “He’s
sounding louder—and a bit more panicked.”

“No; I’m sure Mrs. Weasley has everything under control. She’d call if she needed help.” Harry
looked at her hopefully. “He seems to be waking up more often these days, though, doesn’t
he? Is that a good sign, do you think?”

“Perhaps. I certainly hope so.” She sighed. “We could use a good sign.”

After a moment, their eyes returned to their books, and the room was silent again except for
the rain, the popping of the fire, and the periodic turn of a page. Two glasses of Firewhisky sat
on the end tables, attesting to the students’ adult status, although both of them resented the
fact that their seventeenth and, in Hermione’s case, eighteenth, birthdays had apparently
passed without granting them the adult autonomy they had hoped for.

Part of the reason for their limited freedom was that the war against Voldemort was not going
well. The Death Eater attacks had been growing in frequency and violence, with random
attacks against Muggles and more focused campaigns targeting Muggle-born witches and
wizards and their families and the half-blood and pure-blood wizards who were reluctant to
join the Death Eaters. The ranks of the Aurors were becoming depleted and the number of
injuries among them and members of the Order of the Phoenix was rising. The summer before
Harry and Hermione began their seventh year at Hogwarts, the Grangers and Harry’s aunt and
her family had gone into hiding with Secret Keepers, as had the families of most of the
Muggle-born students at Hogwarts and several of the more vocally anti-Voldemort pure-
bloods.

Headmaster Dumbledore had offered Hermione the opportunity to join her parents in hiding,
but despite missing them badly, she had declined. As a Muggle-born, the prospective Head
Girl, and the holder of the highest total O.W.L. scores in Hogwarts’ history, she felt it was her
duty to remain visible. The simple fact that such a powerful and skilled Muggle-born witch
existed was a useful a reminder of the racist falseness of Voldemort’s pure-blood creed—too
useful to allow her to hide herself away, she told him. Dumbledore had looked at her with
respect and promised to do his best to keep her safe. And she had nodded, flattered, and
taken on the role of poster child for Muggle-born worthiness with a dogged, if slightly cynical,
persistence. With some misgivings, she had even granted a series of interviews to her old
enemy, Rita Skeeter; and she had been grimly pleased to see herself portrayed in the
resulting series of Daily Prophet stories as intelligent, courageous, and magically impressive
rather than pathetic and naïve. Miss Skeeter had apparently seen something of herself in the
determined young woman, and despite their acrimonious history and the difference in their
ages, the two women had become careful friends over the course of their talks. Dumbledore
had been pleased with the interviews as well, although he warned Hermione that they would
make her an even more tempting target for Voldemort and his Death Eaters. But as Harry’s
friend, she was already high on their lists.
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Dumbledore had not offered Harry the opportunity to join the Dursleys in hiding. It wasn’t
clear whether this was because of the prophecy that foretold Harry’s potential role in the
demise of Voldemort or simply because Dumbledore knew without asking that Harry would
rather be continuously Crucioed than have to live with his Muggle relations. (Harry admitted to
his friends a bit shamefacedly, however, that it would have been amusing to watch his cousin
Dudley deal with a wizarding safe house containing eleven-year-olds with wands.) In any case,
Harry stayed at Hogwarts, taking extra courses in Occlumency with Dumbledore as he had in
his sixth year. He and Hermione now also had special instruction in dueling with the Potions
Master, Severus Snape, and the Transfiguration Mistress, Minerva McGonagall. Hermione had
assumed that her presence and that of Professor McGonagall were meant mainly to prevent
the two antagonistic men from killing one another, but McGonagall had proved to be as skilled
at dueling as her male colleague. Harry and Hermione had been amused by the increasingly
obvious attempts of their two professors to outdo each other and impress their students. Each
had distinctly different skills; and while Harry had reluctantly come to admire the Potions
Master’s ability to focus his raw magical power and to cast rare, difficult, and unexpected
curses, Hermione had adopted the more measured style of Professor McGonagall, pacing and
placing her spells strategically to take advantage of the fact that witches were often
underestimated in dueling situations.

In early December of their seventh year, Harry, Hermione, and Ron had been shuffled off to
the dark and depressing home of Harry’s late godfather, until the end of the holidays. A
suspiciously large number of children of Death Eaters had opted to remain at Hogwarts over
the break this year, and given the impossibility of guarding the many empty corridors of the
old castle, Dumbledore had regretfully explained that he could not guarantee their safety
there. He insisted that a move to 12 Grimmauld Place was the only solution, and Harry and
Hermione reluctantly agreed, as they usually agreed to Dumbledore’s decrees. Ron was in no
position to argue, either, having unfortunately suffered a mysterious curse in the battle of
Hogsmeade in early October; he was still in a catatonic stupor most of the time and dazed,
incoherent, and panicked during the brief moments when he awoke from it. Molly Weasley was
staying at the 12 Grimmauld Place to chaperone Hermione as well as to look after her son, but
since Hogwarts was answerable to the Dursleys and the Grangers for Harry and Hermione’s
safety, Dumbledore had assigned Professor Snape to look after them as well, much to Harry’s
disgust and Hermione’s badly hidden pleasure. The other professors had family ties to keep
them at the school, and residing with people who knew that he was spying on Voldemort for
Dumbledore reduced the pressure on Professor Snape to hide his activities. This had been
increasingly difficult at Hogwarts in recent months, as Voldemort had summoned him with
increasing frequency. Harry and Hermione had grown used to helping him deal with the painful
aftermath of these meetings, from which he often returned badly injured. More importantly,
they thought, he had grown used to allowing them to help him; he no longer insulted them
and ordered them away when he needed assistance.

“Do you know where Snape’s off to? I heard him leave hours ago. Was he summoned?” Harry
touched the scar on his forehead as if to sample the emotions of his nemesis.

“No, he was only going to the central Muggle post office, I think.” She smiled. “Now that I’ve
shown him how to order books on the internet, there is no stopping him.”

One good thing about staying at 12 Grimmauld Place was that, unlike at Hogwarts, there was
almost no magical interference with electronic devices. Hermione had brought her laptop
computer from home the previous summer and was able to connect to the internet through a
magical branching of a neighbor’s telephone line. This allowed her to send e-mails to her
parents in hiding, and she and Harry also used the connection to send off occasional notes to
Tonks and Mrs. Figg, two acquaintances who also used the internet. They kept their messages
extremely discreet, even though, as Hermione frequently pointed out, it was very unlikely that
the Death Eaters would develop sufficient sophistication in Muggle technology to hack into
their e-mails, given their relentlessly anti-Muggle attitudes.

Once Hermione had worked out how to recharge the battery of her laptop magically, she,
Harry, and, surprisingly, Professor Snape spent hours at the computer. American wizards had
put significant amounts of reference material online, and it required only a few obvious (to
wizards) passwords to open a huge resource. Snape had also used his contacts to obtain a
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password into the website of a wizarding school in India that allowed him to read back issues
of major potions and Dark Arts journals, and since their arrival he had spent many hours at
the computer, looking for information that might help him counteract Ron’s curse. Hermione
had also shown him the wonders of Muggle on-line bookstores, from which he ordered
ravenously, using Hermione’s Muggle credit card and paying her back in Galleons at a very
good exchange rate.

The howl of the wind became suddenly louder for a moment, but faded again when the front
door slammed. Boots sounded on the stairs, and Harry and Hermione looked up nervously,
reaching for their wands. Within seconds, however, Professor Snape swept into the library,
nodding approvingly at their drawn wands, smelling of wet wool, and carrying a large, damp
box. Both students relaxed, though only slightly. No one knew better than they how
dangerous the dark man could be, especially when he was tired and wet. He moved quickly
toward the fire and set the box on the floor in front of the armchair nearest Hermione. Taking
only the time to cast a powerful drying charm on his sodden robes, he collapsed into the chair
and leaned his head back, closing his eyes, exhausted. Harry looked up with surprise at this
wanton display of weariness in their normally inscrutable Potions Master. Hermione, however,
took one look at her professor’s face and rose from the sofa. She walked calmly to the
decanter on the sideboard and carefully poured a glass of Firewhisky. Moving back to the
fireplace, she stood before him hesitantly for a moment. When he didn’t look up, she lifted his
right hand from the armrest of the chair and curled his fingers around his glass. He raised his
head and gave her a long look, and then his lips quirked in a small smile of gratitude, quickly
covered by the glass he raised to his lips. Before setting the glass on the end table, he raised
it ironically to acknowledge her kindness.

“You may open the package, if you will, Miss Granger. Several of the books are yours,” he said
dully, as he allowed his head to fall back again. “Though I doubt they will bring us sufficient
satisfaction to compensate for my misery. Truly horrible weather. The rain’s turned to sleet
and the sidewalks are dangerously slick.”

Hermione nodded sympathetically and took the box onto her lap. She tapped it with her wand
to dry it and then cast another silent spell. The tape split neatly and she eagerly lifted the
cardboard flaps.

“Let me see; the Smollett, the Sterne, the Edgeworth, and the Austen are mine,” she said,
piling the novels on the floor beside her. “And they’ve sent your Cervantes, Thackery, and
Swift, Professor. Mintel on abnormal hemoglobins is out of print and has been back-ordered,
but you’ve got Searle on consciousness, a botanical survey of the Galapagos Islands, another
book on cognitive neuroscience, and—oooh!—Stephen Hawking’s latest. May I read this
sometime, sir?”

“Only when I’ve finished with it, Miss Granger. Set them all aside for the moment, please. The
Dark Lord showed a tendency to natter on yesterday evening, and I would appreciate some
quiet.”

Hermione rose to toss the box into the fire. Returning to the sofa, she looked surreptitiously at
her professor, who had finished his Firewhisky and leaned his head back again. She cautiously
picked up the Hawking book and began to read its introduction.

Harry, who had followed the conversation with quiet amusement, noticed that Snape’s eyes
were glinting beneath his partially closed eyelids, and one corner of his mouth was quirking up
again as he watched Hermione become more and more absorbed in the new book he’d just
told her not to read. Harry gave a little sigh of resignation. Hermione had been unwilling to
listen to his and Ron’s reflexive disparagement of the Potions Master for several years now,
but their work with Snape on possible cures for Ron’s condition, first at Hogwarts and now
more intensively in the basement of Grimmauld Place, had clearly resulted in a greater degree
of comfort with his presence than Harry could ever imagine achieving. And her growing liking
for the man seemed to be reciprocated.

Harry looked affectionately at his friend’s bowed head as she eagerly devoured Snape’s book.
She could always see the good in everyone, particularly if they were intelligent or miserable.
Snape was clearly both, so her sympathy for him was quite predictable, really. And it was easy
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enough to see why the professor had become not-so-secretly fond of her, though he still hid
his feelings quite effectively while they were at Hogwarts. Hermione had acquired a quiet
confidence along with the womanly curves and graces that had forced a grudging appreciation
from even Draco Malfoy. She was still enthusiastic and eager to learn, but she no longer felt
the compulsion to prove herself to others that had been so annoying in her childhood. No, the
cautious friendship between her and Professor Snape did not surprise or disturb Harry as
much as he would have expected; in fact, he found it rather endearing. Harry could at last say
one positive thing about Snape: he appreciated Hermione properly. Absorbed in his thoughts,
he missed the speculative glance that Snape sent his way.

All three suddenly looked up as the color of the fire before them turned an emerald green.
When Albus Dumbledore stepped gracefully into the room, dusting the ash from his long beard
and his elegant turquoise and gold robes, three wands were pointed at his heart. As Snape
had done a few minutes before, he nodded with approval and then seated himself silently in
the other armchair. Snape and Harry resumed their seats, and Hermione hastily closed her
book and added it surreptitiously to Snape’s pile on the end table. Dumbledore looked
carefully at the two students and then focused with a frown upon Professor Snape.

“Good afternoon, Hermione. Severus. Harry,” he said, nodding to each of them without a
ghost of his habitual twinkle. “Severus, I have very troubling news. Septimius has gone into a
severe decline; Parkinson tells me he’s not expected to recover—he has a month or two at the
most. I have just been with him at Houndsnape Hall, not that either of us enjoyed our
conversation much. However, I’ve taken it upon myself to explain to him the nature and
duration of your work for the Order.”

Professor Snape looked shocked and said nothing for several moments. Then he took a deep
breath and put his head to one side, looking at the Headmaster appraisingly. “Was that wise,
Headmaster?” he asked cautiously. “You know his prejudices. We could never be sure that he
wouldn’t...”

“Your great-grandfather is on his deathbed, Severus. There is no danger of his throwing his
support to Riddle at this point. He loathes the man—he always has. I’ve always thought you
were both unwise... Well, that’s water under the bridge, now. In any case, I’ve never thought
him much of a danger to you. Severus, I want you reconciled with him before his death. It is
absolutely crucial. And it’s not fitting that the two of you should be at variance for such
artificial reasons at the end of his life.”

“By which you mean that it is not convenient for you that we should be.” Snape looked at
Dumbledore for a long time and then sighed. “Very well, Albus. In truth, I would be quite glad
to be reconciled with the old goat, despite the construction our more distant connections will
put on it. It would be good to talk with him again, if he’s really willing. I used to enjoy his
company very much—his brilliance and wit almost makes up for his testiness.”

Harry and Hermione exchanged amused glances. Their professor had just described himself.

Snape gave them each a quelling glare and then turned his eyes back to the Headmaster. “But
what do you propose to do about the situation here, sir?”

Dumbledore sighed. “Harry and Hermione must go with you to Houndsnape Hall. Heaven
knows there will be plenty of room for them. It is only for a three or four weeks, and then they
can return to Hogwarts. We can set up a Floo connection that will allow you to do so as well, if
Septimius has not... if it is still necessary for you to remain at his bedside when the term
begins. Ronald can return to the Burrow with his mother. He will be safe there; he is in no
danger at the moment. After all, Tom believes that he will not live long anyway.”

Harry and Hermione gasped and stared at their professor accusingly. He avoided their eyes
and looked at the Headmaster with a grimace. “Houndsnape Hall could be quite... unpleasant
for Miss Granger, you know, Albus. And possibly for Mr. Potter as well. And my great-
grandfather will undoubtedly be angry that I’ve brought these particular students with me—
especially Miss Granger. It might very well...interfere with the reconciliation you want me to
effect.”
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The Headmaster sighed and shook his head. “Septimius is very ill indeed—he’s almost
completely bedridden. He’s old and tired, and he will be far less acute and perceptive than you
remember him. After all, it’s been almost twenty years. And as for the house itself, you can
disarm any obvious wards and jinxes; Harry and Hermione are sufficiently experienced in
Defense to deal with any other problems that crop up.”

“My great-grandfather is only five years older than you are, Headmaster,” the Potion master
said evenly. “He’s always been a very powerful wizard, and he’s never been remotely stupid.
He is a Snape and hence suspicious to the point of paranoia. I cannot imagine he would not
insist on knowing the identity and family connections of any visitors staying in his house.
Particularly those introduced by his errant great-grandson. It will be impossible to keep their
identities unknown, sir.”

“Nevertheless, I shall trust you to deal with him. You simply must be reconciled before his
decline becomes any more serious that it already is; and it would be both unsafe and
unseemly to allow our students to stay alone here with Molly when she is so preoccupied by
Ronald’s condition. And the Burrow is not safe for them. You will deal with your great-
grandfather and the house as best you can. Both Harry and Hermione have grown up in
Muggle households. It will be educational for them to live for a brief time in a traditional
wizard’s home. Minerva and I, and possibly some of the Weasleys as well, will join you all for
Christmas. That will distract Septimius and make things easier for you.”

“Albus, I can hardly host a house-party in my great-grandfather’s house! When he’s so near
death? What are you thinking of?”

“I am thinking that you are one of the most resourceful men I have ever known, Severus. And
I trust you to do what needs to be done. I don’t think you quite understand Septimius’s
present state. Surely he wants to be reconciled with you on some level; he must. None of us
wants to die alone, you know. Now, Harry, I’d like you and Hermione to explain the situation
to Molly while I have a few more words with Professor Snape. Tell her you’ll all be leaving the
house first thing tomorrow morning.”

Harry hurried off and Hermione, ensuring that her professors did not want more Firewhisky,
put their empty glasses on a tray and took them down the two flights into the chilly cellar
kitchen. She charmed them clean and into their cupboards, lit the fire to warm the room and
then hurried quietly up the stairs. At the library door she paused, struck by the name of yet
another odd-sounding wizarding institution. She would never learn all she needed to know
about this new world of hers.

“...St. Antony the Abbot’s Happy Haven for Abandoned Familiars, of course. Now we can’t
have that, Severus, as you know very well. It will destroy the Order and make everything
you’ve been working so hard to achieve completely impossible. He’s agreed in principle that
your true position with regard to Riddle’s movement might justify some important alterations,
but he wants to talk with you first. I can hardly blame the man.”

“I’ve already agreed to speak with him, sir,” Professor Snape said through clenched teeth, “if
I’m not hexed into the next county the moment I set foot on the grounds. My last
conversation with the old man was at least as acrimonious as my recent encounters with the
Dark Lord. He’s a terrifyingly powerful wizard.”

“Don’t be such a coward, Severus; you were just a boy. He’ll look much smaller and more
human now. And he’s agreed to see you—he told me to inform you that you may go to him.
You’ll find him very cordial, I’m sure. You are, after all, his family. And he might have some
useful suggestions for Ronald Weasley’s curse. Remember, he has a century more experience
than you do, and as you said, he’s quite brilliant. Now, about the financial arrangements for
the Order’s continued functioning. If you’ve sent the November’s accounts to Agamemnon,
perhaps you can stop by Gringotts early next week...”

Hermione realized that she was eavesdropping, so she stepped back quietly and then walked
briskly past the library door, allowing her face to show her puzzlement only as she climbed the
stairs to the second floor.
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When she arrived at Ron’s room, she could see that Molly Weasley could hardly contain her
pleasure at Dumbledore’s decision. Clearly, she was happy at the thought of returning to her
husband and the rest of her children, and she was encouraging an extremely reluctant Harry
to look forward to his stay at Snape’s family home.

“It is a truly wonderful house, Harry. I’ve never been there, but my grandmother still talks
about the house parties they used to have. The grounds are huge and entirely safe, and you
and Hermione will have considerably more freedom than you do here in London. You can
practice your Quidditch there as well, I dare say. Perhaps you can even get Severus to work
with you; he used to be quite a passable Chaser... And, Hermione,” she said, as the young
woman entered the room, “you’ll love the library. It’s one of the largest private libraries in
Britain, they say.”

“Well, that would be useful,” Hermione said brightly. “After all, our N.E.W.T.s are only six
months off. We’ll both be able to get a lot of studying done. And if there’s a good potions lab,
we can keep working on something for Ron.”

Harry looked less pleased. “I dunno. I can’t see Snape helping a Gryffindor improve his
Quidditch skills. And to be stuck in the middle of nowhere with not one but two Snapes... and
to have Hermione nagging me about N.E.W.T.s all the time! Doesn’t sound like much of a
holiday to me.” He winked at his friend to show he didn’t really mean it.

“Nonsense,” Molly scolded. “You’ll both enjoy it. It’s a famous place. Now, if you’d stay here
with Ron for a few minutes, I’ll go downstairs and finish making our supper. I only hope it’s
warm enough to eat down there—the dining room is still filthy.”

“I lit the fire, Mrs. Weasley. It should be a bit warmer by now.”

“Thank you, dear. Bring Ron down in about a quarter hour. Perhaps I can convince Albus to
join us. That will make Severus happier.”

Harry sat in the chair by the bed and read his friend the previous day’s Quidditch scores from
the Daily Prophet with extensive commentary, lingering lovingly over all the details of the
Chudley Cannons’ most recent loss. Hermione sat on the bed, holding Ron’s hand and stroking
the back of it with her thumb. Ron seemed unmoved by both efforts, but after a quarter hour
he allowed them to help him to his feet and walk him downstairs to the kitchen, where he
silently ate a large helping of roast beef and mashed potatoes with the closet thing to
enthusiasm he showed these days. Conversation consisted mostly of Mrs. Weasley and the
Headmaster discussing how much Harry and Hermione were going to enjoy Houndsnape Hall.
Professor Snape was resolutely silent. As soon as they’d all finished their cherry tart, Mrs.
Weasley and Harry helped Ron back upstairs. Dumbledore attempted to talk casually with his
Potions Master, but he soon gave it up as a bad job and bid them good night, with a last stern
look at Snape as he left the basement kitchen.

Uncharacteristically, Professor Snape made no move to rise from the table. He sat with the
tips of his fingers pressed to his chin, watching Hermione meditatively as she cleared the table
and cleaned and shelved the dishes. She took her cue from him and worked quietly. After a
few minutes, he sighed.

“Miss Granger, I think you ought to know that Headmaster Dumbledore has insisted that I
take you into a very dangerous environment. Houndsnape Hall has not, to my certain
knowledge, played host to a Muggle-born witch or wizard for at least four centuries. You must
be extremely careful in the house, particularly at the beginning. The master, the staff, the
house-elves, the very family portraits will be hostile to someone of your parentage. Your
rampant curiosity might be the death of you; and springing any of the traps that the various
masters of the house have set for Muggle-borns might endanger the rapprochement with my
great-grandfather that the Headmaster is so anxious to establish.”

“Can he... can the house sense my parentage, then?”

“No, he cannot. However, some of the charmed traps that have been set can detect the
percentage of inherited magical blood. You most likely have very little; your magical skills are
almost entirely your own, although one of your parents may have a squib ancestor somewhere
back in the mists of time. That’s often the case with Muggle-borns, you know. If such a trap is
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sprung, however, everyone will know, and life may be made rather unpleasant for you. I will
have to disarm them surreptitiously, if we are to hide your parentage.”

“But Professor, surely, your great-grandfather will recognize my name, if he reads the Daily
Prophet...”

Her professor sighed. “Yes, it will be very difficult, since I don’t wish to be seen hiding
anything from him. If possible, we will prevent your and Potter’s first names from being
mentioned at all. Those interviews you gave the Daily Prophet were... very unwise, I said so to
the Headmaster at the time. But in fact, your blood and your name are much less likely to
betray you than your manners. You have not the instinctive manners and acquaintance with
our social usages that are current in pure-blood homes.” He stopped as if he was hesitant to
continue; then he added coolly, “But you are an intelligent young woman, Miss Granger,
vehemently as I would deny the fact should you be tempted to quote me to Minerva
McGonagall. You will, I hope, have the sense to follow my lead should any difficulties arise,
although I hope they will not.”

“I’ll do my best, Professor Snape.” She hesitated. “My mother comes from a rather... old-
fashioned Muggle family. I could simply act as I’ve always done at my grandmother’s and my
great aunt’s houses. Their manners are very formal—curtseys and all that. It would be helpful,
though, if there were any etiquette books available that compared Muggle etiquette to the
etiquette required of pure-blood witches. Do you know if such things exist?”

“I very much doubt it. Pure-bloods are not generally very much interested in Muggles. But
we’ll see. My great-grandfather’s secretary is well acquainted with the library and may be able
to come up with something. But I apologize in advance for the abuse that you will most likely
encounter in my family home.” He paused and then added softly, “I fear you will hear that
rudely disparaging term for Muggle-born all too often.”

“That’s likely to disturb you, sir, far more than it does me. I only learned the word a few years
ago, and it doesn’t have the associations for me it does for a pure-blood. And after all, it’s only
hurtful to be called a Mudblood if one believes that blood is important and that being Muggle-
born is something to be ashamed of. And I don’t believe either of those things.”

Snape blinked and then actually blushed slightly. “You are far too insightful, Miss Granger. You
make me ashamed not only of my family, but of myself for finding the term so offensive.”

Hermione looked at him curiously for a moment and then decided to change the subject. “But
there’s one thing I don’t understand, sir. From what Professor Dumbledore said, it sounded as
if your great-grandfather was a strong opponent of... of You-Know-Who and that he was glad
to hear that you had become a Death Eater only so you could spy on them.”

Snape sighed. “I did not join the Death Eaters to be a spy, Miss Granger; that came
significantly later. Far too much so, I’m afraid, for my present satisfaction. But yes; my great-
grandfather has given the Order financial support, over the years. What is difficult to
understand about that? Many wizards who are outside the Order support the downfall of the
Dark Lord.”

“But surely such an opponent of You-Know-Who would have a less prejudiced attitude towards
Muggle-borns than you seem to be suggesting, sir. How could he have such jinxes in his
house?”

“Miss Granger, as you so often do, you are making too many assumptions. You must
understand that the reason my great-grandfather opposes the Dark Lord is not because of my
alleged master’s intolerance for Muggle-borns or even the pain, death, and destruction he and
his Death Eaters have caused among Muggle-borns and Muggles, though he probably would
find those deplorable. He’s not a cruel man, really, although he enjoys exercising his
intellectual superiority just as I do. But my great-grandfather hates the Dark Lord because
he’s a half-blood; he believes that this makes him unworthy of the power and knowledge he
has attained and unfit to lead the crusade that he’s taken on. His feelings towards Muggles
and Muggle-borns are at least as negative as Draco Malfoy’s.”

“And Professor Dumbledore welcomes his support anyway?” Hermione asked incredulously.
“Someone who despises Muggles and Muggle-borns? How can he?”
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Snape laughed cynically. “My, my. How delightfully naïve you remain, Miss Granger, despite
your apparent maturity. Dumbledore’s aim is to save the world from the Dark Lord. If he were
selective about accepting support for his campaign from those who despise Muggle-borns, he
would have far less support than he does. ‘Politics makes strange bedfellows,’ it is said, and
the struggle against the Dark Lord is nothing if not political. It unites those who are most open
to Muggles and Muggle-borns with those who most despise them. Some in the Order of the
Phoenix would be openly rude to you and even half-bloods like Miss Tonks, you know, if
Dumbledore did not enforce their good manners for the sake of the larger common cause.”

Hermione was momentarily silenced, shocked by the thought that some of the Order members
whom she trusted so implicitly might think less of her because she was Muggle-born. She had
always assumed that any member of the Order would share Dumbledore’s liberal attitudes, as
the Weasleys clearly did, but such issues were never discussed. She began to review the
behavior of the Order members she knew, but almost as quickly it occurred to her that it was
better not to know. She should be aware of the possibility, but not be suspicious of her allies.
Dumbledore was right; the cause was important enough to overlook such differences. And
after all, they were wrong—Muggle-borns were every bit as magically worthy as those born to
wizards and witches; she herself was living proof. It was not her problem.

She looked up to find her professor watching her face intently. His face showed his approval.
“You begin to understand the complexities, compromises, and self-restraint necessary for life
in the adult world, Miss Granger,” he said. “Very wise of you.”

“Thank you, sir,” she answered, wryly. “Is Vol... er, Riddle’s army similarly composed of
otherwise incompatible people?” They all tried to avoid Voldemort’s name in Professor Snape’s
presence, as it seemed to disturb him.

“To a certain extent. His army consists largely of insecure half-bloods like the Dark Lord
himself. Craving admittance to the pure-blood world, they are accepted grudgingly as second-
class members. They believe in the pure-blood mystique and hence despise themselves far
more than any pure-blood would bother to do. They think that abusing and insulting Muggles
and Muggle-borns will assuage their feelings of inferiority, but of course it never does, so they
become increasingly violent and tend to turn to the coercive magic of the Dark Arts. Of course,
the Dark Lord’s upper ranks come mainly from pure-blood families like the Malfoys and my
own—he’s a half-blood snob, too, you know, one of the worst. Those of us who have joined
him tend to love the Dark Arts for their own sake and sign on for the power we can acquire by
directing the violence of the frustrated half-blood mob. After all, half-bloods make up two-
thirds of the magical world.”

Hermione looked at the dark man curiously. “And where do you fit in all this, Professor? Do
you still believe that pure-bloods are superior? And that the Dark Arts are a justifiable means
of keeping your inferiors in line? Which side of the Order’s divide are you on?”

Snape raised his eyebrows. “That is no concern of yours. You need know only that I am loyal
to Albus Dumbledore and that I am as committed to the downfall of the Dark Lord as he is. My
reasons are my own.” He took a deep breath and gave her a glance of deep disappointment,
then rose from his chair.

Hermione looked up at him in alarm. “I’m sorry, sir. I know that. It’s just that... I’m just a
little shaken to think that people that I’ve assumed... I’m sorry.”

He looked down his nose at her. “It is always difficult, Miss Granger, to be faced with reality. It
is difficult to deal with the fact that those we admire may harbor prejudices against us, often
for reasons entirely beyond our control. Learning not to be hurt by such suspicions—to realize
that such irrational prejudices are often held for reasons equally beyond the control of their
holders—is the beginning of maturity. And learning to examine our own assumptions, to see
the prejudices we ourselves have developed, is the next step.”

“I don’t think I’m prejudiced against anyone, Professor,” she said defensively, having taken a
little comfort from his description of such prejudices as “irrational.”
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“Not Slytherins? You don’t believe that you automatically make negative judgments about
those sorted into my house?” The Potion master’s voice was bitter, and his dark gaze was not
at all playful.

She blushed. “That’s not really a prejudice, sir, I don’t think. After all, it’s a kind of choice...
Though I don’t suppose Draco Malfoy was left much of a choice, really. Or Nott or Crabbe or
Goyle... Well, yes. I see what you mean.” She sighed. “I suppose you’re right, sir. I’ve just
never thought about it as the same sort of thing, really. But I’ll try to examine my
assumptions, as you suggest.” She looked up at him a little shyly. “After all, I know at least
one truly admirable Slytherin. I should realize that I may be wrong about some of the others.”

His accusing gaze softened slightly for a moment, but then he turned and pushed his chair
back under the table. “Very well,” he said brusquely. “You have been warned about the
Houndsnape Hall. I hope you will take my warning to heart and not do anything... impulsive.
The consequences could be very unfortunate. We shall be leaving very early tomorrow
morning. You should go up and make your adieus to the Weasleys now, and pack your things.
Good night, Miss Granger.”

“Good night, Professor.” Hermione turned and climbed the stairs slowly, thinking over her
automatic prejudice against Slytherins.

~o0o~
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Chapter 3 – Houndsnape Hall
~o0o~

Summary: Professor Snape returns to his family's home after a long absence, and he has considerable
misgivings about bringing along his two Gryffindor students.

~*~

The deep snow crunched and squeaked as Harry, Hermione, and Professor Snape landed,
clutching a chips-bag Portkey under a large, leafless oak tree beside a deserted road. Only the
Professor kept his footing, folding the chips bag tidily and putting it in an inner pocket.
Hermione rose as gracefully as she could and brushed the snow from the school robes and
cloak that Snape had insisted they wear. After checking to see that Crookshanks was all right
and still secure in his carrier, she looked around for the magnificent house Molly Weasley had
led them to expect. She saw only rolling, snow-covered hills, thickly forested with tall pines
and bare oaks like the one under which they stood.

They were halfway up a hill that was higher than those around it. It rose gently to a rather
bare, treeless plateau about a mile beyond the road and then climbed slowly to a high, tree-
covered ridge. To their left, the road disappeared among the evergreens, while to the right, it
curved down the hill behind them, crossed the narrow river at its base on a graceful bridge of
yellow stone, and continued through a small country town built mostly of the same stone,
which ended in an elegant little church in the English gothic style. All very appropriate to the
Christmas season, Hermione thought, as she admired the thick forest of evergreens, the snow
on their branches glistening in the early morning sun. All that was needed for a Christmas-
card perfect scene was a horse-drawn sleigh with bells. In fact, a sleigh might be very useful
just at the moment, as they seemed to be some distance from any buildings. She shivered as
a gust of wind swirled the dry snow into their faces. Where was Houndsnape Hall?

“Er, Professor?” Harry said hesitantly, clearly sharing Hermione’s doubts. “Where are we? Is
Houndsnape Hall down there by the river?”

Professor Snape had been looking across the road with a distracted gaze. He shook himself a
little and turned to his students, pulling a bit of parchment from his pocket. “We’re in North
Yorkshire, Mr. Potter. The village down the hill is Snape Parva; the Hall is hidden, like 12
Grimmauld Place. You’ll both need to read this direction from the Secret Keeper and then
concentrate on what it says.”

Harry read the parchment quickly and handed it to Hermione. She heard him gasp as she
recognized Dumbledore’s handwriting. “Houndsnape Hall is on the hill above Snape Parva,
directly across from the largest oak tree.” She looked up from the note, concentrating on its
contents, and the hill across the road was suddenly obscured by a wall of the same yellow
stone she’d noticed in the village. The wall was pierced by a wide double gate of wrought iron,
with a pack of iron greyhounds running above the openwork bars. Through the gates, they
could see a huge, rambling, asymmetrical Tudor mansion built on the level area where she
had noticed the lack of trees. Its golden stones glowed and the diamond panes of its many
mullioned windows glinted blindingly in the slanting sunlight. The stone parapet around its roof
was pierced to leave a frieze of running greyhounds like those atop the gates, and matching
balustrades outlined the balconies that jutted out from many of the upper windows. A narrow,
icy road led past the gates, curved around to the right, winding among a series of terraced
gardens and frozen fountains, presumably turning to sweep through the large porte-cochere
nestled in the angle that the façade made with a protruding wing on the left side of the house.

Harry recovered first. “Wow! This is the Snape family estate, Professor?”

Snape shook his head. “No, Snape Park is in Suffolk. It’s an impressive house, but it’s been
shut up for centuries. Too many Muggles about. Houndsnape Hall was a hunting lodge initially,
but it’s still remote enough up here to be comfortable for us, so the head of the family has
lived here for the last six or seven generations. I haven’t been here myself since my coming of
age party, of course. Twenty years ago... It’s a long time, twenty years.”

He spoke softly, as if to himself. Then he took a deep breath and swept across the road to the
gates. Harry and Hermione exchanged glances and followed quietly behind him. He did not
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approach the gates directly, but knocked at the door of a small gatehouse to the right of
them. The door was answered by an elderly house-elf in a long purple dress with a white
shawl and a blue flowered kerchief. She gasped in delight and held both her hands over her
mouth.

“Mr. Severus! How wonderful to see you again! Professor Dumbledore said... but we hardly
dared believe him! Oh, Mr. Severus! Welcome home! It’s been too long, far too long... You
look so... so old, sir.” Tears began to run down her wrinkled face, and, to his students’
amazement, their tall Professor immediately knelt before the weeping elf. She threw her arms
around his neck and he put his around her waist and held her for a long moment in a tight
hug, her head against his shoulder.

Finally, Snape rose and smiled at the elf, ignoring the dumbfounded students beside him. “It’s
wonderful to see you, too, Sarah. You look very lovely indeed this morning. And not a day
older than the last time I was here. Is Thomas free to take us up to the house? As you see,
I’ve brought two of my students.” Hermione and Harry exchanged glances again. They’d never
heard their Professor sound so unguarded and... almost deferential. To an elf, Hermione
thought with astonishment.

“Yes, yes, Mr. Severus. Of course. The master told Tom all about your owl last night. You and
your students are to be shown every courtesy. We were all so pleased! Still, I just didn’t trust
myself to believe... But here you are. Tom’s bringing Mabel around now. If you’ll just come
through here, Mr. Severus. Miss. Young sir.”

Snape glared at them as if daring them to remark upon his uncharacteristic behavior; then he
stepped back and indicated that they should follow the elf. “Stay alert! Touch nothing!” he
hissed in Hermione’s ear as she passed. She felt his wand tap her shoulder and the warmth of
a subtle shielding charm coursed across her skin. She nodded silently and set her jaw. Behind
her she heard Snape hiss at Harry, “Scar!” And she heard the rustle of Harry’s robes as he
hurriedly brushed his fringe down over his forehead. She felt as if they were attempting to
infiltrate a Death Eater enclave, not simply visiting their Professor’s home.

The Potions Master had explained further at breakfast how he hoped to keep his students
anonymous during their stay. They were to wear robes at all times—no Muggle clothing. Harry
was to keep his scar covered. And they were to use only last names while at Houndsnape Hall.
The Potters, of course, were a well-known pure-blood family, and her own family name might
perhaps also pass unremarked if her first name were not mentioned. They were instructed not
to lie about their identities or their family origins, but not to volunteer information
unnecessarily. Privately, Hermione could not help but remark to herself that this decision
made things easy for Snape, since he routinely addressed them both by their surnames
anyway, and very difficult for the two friends. What were they to call each other? She could
hardly call Harry “Mr. Potter”! And, of course, his orders made it inevitable that when their
identities were discovered, as they would surely be if they stayed for several weeks, it would
be entirely their fault, leaving Snape blameless for any maltreatment they might receive on
account of their birth. Much as she admired her teacher, his instinctive Slytherin tactics were
sometimes extremely annoying.

As they emerged from the passage, Hermione smothered a laugh. Here were the missing
elements from her Christmas card fantasy, a golden horse hitched to a bright red and gold
sleigh, the black reins jingling with little gold bells. An elderly elf wearing a tweed coat and
tight black breeches climbed down from the driver’s seat and gravely shook Snape’s hand.

“Welcome home, Mr. Severus. You’re a sight for sore eyes, you are. Just put your bags in the
back will you? And I’ll... Oh Sarah!” he said, as his wife began to cry again. “Yes, I know. He’ll
be back down to see you again, I’m sure. Soon.” He stepped over to take her in his arms,
catching Snape’s eye and jerking his head towards the back of the sleigh.

“There will be much more of this maudlin sentimentality, I fear,” Snape said in a low, cold
voice as he loaded their bags, Crookshanks’ carrier, and Hedwig’s cage into the back of the
sleigh. “And there will also be some less positive reactions. Regardless of how tedious you find
all this, I can only assure you that I shall find it far more so.”
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“I don’t find it tedious at all, Professor.” Harry said with a snort of amusement. Snape glared
at him.

Hermione laid a restraining hand on Harry’s arm and looked up at the professor. “You were
clearly glad to see Sarah, sir. I wouldn’t call that maudlin. She seems very fond of you. Did
she know you as a child?”

Snape sighed. “Sarah was my nanny. My mother and I spent most summers and holidays here
until I came of age. My father, like his father before him, had been disinherited, but he found
it... economical to have us live here. Now that’s enough of my family history. Do not be fooled
by the warm welcome some in this house will choose to give me. Be careful. This is hostile
territory for you two and for me, no matter what it may seem.”

“Constant vigilance!” Harry muttered under his breath, and Hermione rolled her eyes. Their
Professor either didn’t hear the remark or chose to ignore it.

They climbed into the sleigh behind Thomas, who had already returned to the driver’s seat.
The Potions Master pulled a soft red and gold plaid carriage blanket up over their laps, which
Hermione found very welcome. When Snape nodded, Thomas shook the reins, and the horse
set off at a slow walk. Snowflakes began to drift lazily down as they made their way up the hill
to the house. The landscaping was beautiful, and Hermione and Harry exchanged exhilarated
glances. This was far better than Grimmauld Place! Snape glanced at them and cleared his
throat.

“Now,” he said in his classroom voice, glancing at the house-elf with an expression that made
it clear he was not talking entirely freely, “I shall leave you two in the library with Mr. Prewett,
my great-grandfather’s secretary. He’s a distant cousin of your housemate Ronald Weasley on
his mother’s side. I would not mention that, however; the two branches of the family are...
not close. He’s also a very distant connection of my own, by marriage; we are not close
either.” Not close at all, the look in his eyes said. “You will not bother him unnecessarily. He
acts as librarian and should be able to help you find what you need. You will, of course, be
very careful with any books he allows you to consult. You will not touch anything else. You will
resist any urge to read other books without permission and will not remove any books from
the shelves yourselves, regardless of how intriguing you might find their titles. Is that clearly
understood, Miss Granger?”

“Yes, sir,” she said solemnly. “Quite clearly.”

“Will we be introduced to your great-grandfather, sir?” Harry asked.

“The man is dying. I see no reason why he should be troubled with the company of unrelated
students who are visiting his house only because of an accident of circumstances. I will
introduce you if he asks to meet you, but otherwise I shall not. You are not to draw attention
to yourselves or cause trouble in any way. You are not to bother the elves or the other
members of the household. You are not to chat with the portraits, although you may greet
them politely if they speak to you first.” He looked pointedly at Hermione. “You are not to
badger any of the household—or me—with questions.”

“We understand,” said Hermione, exchanging glances with Harry and speaking for them both.
“If he should ask to meet us, though, how should we address your great-grandfather? Does he
have a title?”

“Of course not! Wizards and witches have no need of titles of nobility, as you surely know. You
would address him as Mr. Snape, of course.”

“No titles?” Harry asked curiously. “Then what about Lord Vol...”

“Do not say that name here!” He clenched his jaw. “I suppose I should have said that real
wizards and witches have no titles. They are used only by insignificant little half-bloods who
are so insecure about their inferior social status that they feel compelled to make them up or
borrow them from the Muggle world.” His lip curled expressively. “Titles! Don’t be silly.” He
snorted, and then he added austerely. “You two have been reading far too many Muggle
novels.”
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“Yes, I suppose we have, sir.” Hermione said meekly; then she added with a teasing glance,
“You know, like Thackery—that sort of book. Entertaining, but they do tend to give one
confusing ideas about the real world.”

“Indeed, Miss Granger,” Snape said in a cold voice, though his glance was almost affectionate.
“That will be quite enough from you. In any case, we’re here.” The sleigh pulled up under the
porte-cochere. Stone greyhounds sat on either side of the massive oak Tudor doorway.
Hermione climbed down carefully, her hands and feet still a bit numb from the cold. Professor
Snape leapt out of the sleigh and then stopped, startled, to stare at the elf that appeared at
the open front door. He was dressed formally in striped pants, an ascot, a cutaway jacket, and
he looked at the professor with a toothy grin that belied his dignified carriage. To his student’s
shock, Professor Snape smiled broadly. “Hallo, Timothy. I’m home. You’ve been promoted!”
And he bounded up the steps to greet him with a hearty handshake and a clap on the
shoulder.

After their Professor’s cordial reunion with the butler, they passed quickly into a huge two-
story entry hall, lined with portraits that looked at them curiously. There were tall doors to the
right and left and on either side of the broad staircase that led up to a balcony that ran around
three sides of the hall, with doors leading to more rooms.

Professor Snape paused briefly in the center of the room and gestured to the left (“Ballroom”),
to the right (“Hall and Dining Room”), then up and to the left (“Drawing Room”), and to the
right (“Library”).

Hermione had stopped to admire the lovely little sunken fountain in the center of the entrance
hall, which had Roman-style mosaics of greyhounds chasing rabbits.

“This is beautiful, Professor,” she said enthusiastically. “It’s like something you would see at
Pompeii, only much better preserved. Look at the expression on that dog’s face!”

Professor Snape turned and sniffed. “The Roman villa on which this house was built is of
approximately the same date as the Pompeii houses.” As Hermione continued to marvel over
the mosaics, he returned to the fountain abruptly, took her arm, and led her firmly up the
broad staircase, which had greyhounds (of course) carved on the newel posts. They walked
around the balcony to the tall double doors of the library, which the Professor opened with an
impressive flourish.

Hermione gasped in wonder. The library was amazing. It ran the entire length of the façade of
the house, rising two stories in height. Dark walnut bookcases covered every inch of the walls,
broken only by the tall, mullioned windows on the right that overlooked the terraced gardens.
Between them, eight spur walls of bookcases extended perpendicular to the outer walls
towards similar spurs that extended from the facing wall. About twelve feet high, the
bookcases reached three-quarters of the way up to the vaulted wooden ceiling, from which
multitudes of carved angels looked down beneficently upon the books and those lucky enough
to read them. In the gaps between the spur walls were small library tables, but the center
aisle was clear, leading the eye down to the apse-like end of the room and the magnificent
stained glass window above.

Hermione was in heaven, trying valiantly to read the shelves as Harry pulled her along forcibly
behind Snape. He led them quickly down the center aisle to the end of the room. There, a
semicircular area was full of comfortable-looking armchairs, clustered around three ornate
English gothic fireplaces. Rising to greet them from a desk on the left was a round, jolly-
looking little man wearing dark green robes and a pair of silver-rimmed pince-nez glasses with
a narrow fringe of hair running around the back of his head. As he approached them, however,
the impression of good humor vanished.

“Ah, Cousin Severus!” he said with a jovial and rather artificial laugh. “My, my; the vultures
really are gathering, aren’t they?”

“Rupert.” Snape bowed slightly, but his voice was as cold as the other man’s eyes. “It’s good
to see you again. How is Great-grandfather today?”

“Same as he was yesterday; he seems to have reached a plateau. So you’ll have plenty of
time for your futile attempt to talk him into changing his will. However did you coerce him into
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seeing you again, anyway? I’d have thought casting your lot with that pathetic half-blood
megalomaniac would have meant well nigh irreversible damnation.”

“Well, yes, Rupert; I had thought so, too,” Snape said lightly. “But apparently Great-
grandfather has come to recognize his duty to make his peace with his successor as head of
the House of Snape.”

“’Head of the House of Snape’! That’s amusing. No little Snapes running around that I haven’t
heard about, are there? No? Well, then, it’ll just be you, when he’s gone, won’t it, Severus?
Silly idea, this one-son-per-generation habit of your forebears, wasn’t it? How can you head a
‘House of Snape’ when you are the ‘House of Snape’?”

“Well, great-grandfather is still with us at the moment. But I agree that the phrase is a bit
overblown, given the circumstances. Nonetheless, the real estate will be useful.”

“Right—and the house-elves and the books. But you’ll have a good job keeping any of them up
without the Trust! You’ll be penniless!” Mr. Prewett’s teasing tone had turned bitterly taunting.

“Oh, they’ll last my time, I think—you’re forgetting that I’ve got a job.” He paused and looked
down his nose at the older man. “Come to think of it, you have a job as well, Rupert. Might I
ask you to do it for a moment? Two of my Hogwarts students will be staying here during my
visit, and I’d be grateful if you’d share your bibliographic expertise with them while I talk with
Great-grandfather.”

Mr. Prewett’s manner became brisk and businesslike, as he noticed the students for the first
time. His gaze slid over Harry and came to rest on Hermione with a look of satisfaction.
“Indeed,” he said giving her a rather smarmy smile. “How may I help the young people?”

“Well,” Snape drawled, “Mr. Potter here is researching dark curses. In particular, he’s looking
for something that might cause catatonia with intermittent hysterics. He has my permission to
look at anything you think might be helpful.”

“Just the sort of thing I’d expect from one of your students, Severus. Never change, do you?
But I’ll be glad to help Mr. Potter.” Mr. Prewett turned to Harry with new interest. “Potter, eh?
Didn’t know there were any of you left, now, except, of course, little Harry. And the Boy Who
Lived isn’t the type to be interested in Dark curses, I’ll warrant—not like one of Severus’s
favored students, potential Death Eaters to a man, I presume. But I’ll select some likely books
and then show you the section and let you browse.” He simpered as Harry did his best not to
show his outrage. “And the young lady?”

“Miss Granger would like to see a selection of etiquette books. She’s doing a project for her
Muggle Studies course comparing pure-blood etiquette with that of upper class British
Muggles. Comparative studies would be particularly valuable to her, but basic references
covering pure-blood etiquette would also be useful. I’m sure I recall a great number of those.”

Mr. Prewett looked at Hermione suspiciously and then gave a little shrug, as if casting off a
ridiculous thought. “Muggle Studies!” he scoffed. “What nonsense! But I’ll be glad to be of help
Miss... er... Granger. The only comparative study I can think of dates to the early nineteenth
century, but I’ll fetch that for you along with some more up-to-date works.” He did not move,
however, but continued to look at her speculatively.

Hermione dipped her head to the side and at the same time stepped back, bending her knee
slightly as she landed on it. She straightened her leg gracefully and then smiled at the
secretary shyly. “Thank you, Mr. Prewett. The early nineteenth century comparison would be
most helpful. The rules during that period were far more rigorous and sometimes suggest the
original function of the worn-down forms of the present day.”

Mr. Prewett relaxed immediately with a satisfied look and smirked at her. “Ah, a young lady
after my own heart, clearly! The etiquette of your own generation has indeed become
disgustingly lax and ‘worn down,’ as you say. But I doubt you have anything to learn about
pure-blood etiquette, my dear.” He gave her a significant look from under an arched eyebrow
and then bustled off importantly to one of the alcoves.

Hermione snickered quietly to Harry. “’Little Harry,’ indeed!”
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Snape drew them both close. “Silly man,” he sneered quietly. “I’m impressed, Miss Granger,”
he said with a note of surprise. “Precisely the right degree of deference for an older man who
is also a family dependent. Well done. Now, don’t go and spoil it. And Mr. Potter, it might be
useful if you could keep your jaw from dropping, please, just because Miss Granger has
behaved like a well-bred young lady? Good.”

He looked over his shoulder at Mr. Prewett before continuing. “Now, if Great-grandfather
should want to meet you, he will send a house-elf. In such a case, Miss Granger, act as you
would with minor Muggle royalty and keep your eyes down. Not only is it seemly in a young
woman, but my great-grandfather is as skilled a Legilimens as the Dark Lord. No eye contact
at all if you can avoid it. And Potter, keep your Occlumency walls up.”

Harry nodded nervously, but didn’t interrupt.

“Mr. Prewett, by the way, as you will have gathered, has no idea that I am anything but a
loyal Death Eater,” he continued with some bitterness. “Please do and say nothing to disabuse
him of that notion. He is not a sympathizer, obviously, but he has close friends who are,
unbeknownst to him. You will, incidentally, forget any details you may have heard about my
financial prospects in this family. Now be careful! And don’t...”

Mr. Prewett returned just then, carrying four large books. He gave two to each of the students
and gestured to a pair of armchairs adjacent to the central fireplace. Hermione thanked him
and moved towards the chairs, but he put his hand out to stop Harry. “Mr. Potter, that green
book is rather violent; before opening it you’ll want to chant the phrase embossed in tiny
letters on the back cover thrice, tapping the book with your wand each time. Here let me show
you. It’s just here on the...”

CRASH!

Hermione had attempted to seat herself in one of the armchairs and was immediately tossed
several feet into the air, sending her books flying. She bounced off the table in front of her
chair at an angle, banged her head hard on the protruding mantelpiece of the fireplace, and
then collapsed unconscious on the floor.

Harry was frozen in shock, but Snape strode quickly to her side, knelt beside her, and began
probing her skull carefully with his long, sensitive fingers. He looked up at Mr. Prewett coldly.
“I am responsible for these students’ safety, Rupert!” he said angrily. “How came you to direct
Miss Granger into a jinxed chair?”

“But she’s... but it only should have... I thought...”

Harry recovered himself and knelt next to Snape taking his friend’s hand and interrupting the
secretary in his panic. “Hermione!” he said softly but intently. “Hermione, are you all right?
Say something please.”

Hermione opened her eyes slowly and winced. “I’m okay, Harry,” she said, faintly. “I think I’m
just a bit dazed. And it hurts a lot. Can you feel any fractures, Professor? My vision is all right,
I think.”

“Merlin’s Balls, man!” Mr. Prewett exploded.

The three on the floor all looked up at the little man who stood, absolutely flabbergasted, his
eyes going from Hermione to Harry and back again.

“I can’t believe you, Severus. You’ve brought a Mudblood to Houndsnape Hall! And not just
any Mudblood, but a girl who is nationally famous just for being a Mudblood! Along with Harry
Bloody Potter! What on earth were you thinking, Severus? Did you think this will convince your
great-grandfather that you aren’t a Death Eater? Harry Potter? A Mudblood? Here?”

Both Harry’s and Snape’s fists clenched at the repeated slur, and Hermione put a hand on
each of their arms and squeezed lightly.

Snape put an arm around Hermione’s waist and pulled her injured head gently against his
shoulder. Then he rose slowly, turning as he lifted her and continuing to cushion her head as
they moved. He was doing so, she realized, both to comfort her for the slur and to
demonstrate that he believed she should be treated with chivalry and gentleness. When she
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was steady on her feet, he released her and allowed her to take Harry’s supporting arm. Then
he turned to Mr. Prewett. “What was I thinking?” he said in a soft threatening tone that would
have had even his fifth-year students dashing for the exits. “I was thinking that, perhaps, in a
house where no Muggle-born has set foot for centuries, no one would bother to set stupid,
sadistic little traps for them. I’d like you to defuse this one and any others you know about,
Rupert. And at the moment, I’d appreciate it if you could point out a chair that is not jinxed,
so that Miss Granger may sit comfortably while she recovers. Thank you.”

He picked up Hermione’s books as Harry steered her into the chair that Mr. Prewett had
mutely indicated. “All right, Hermione?” the young man asked softly, as he seated himself in
the adjacent chair.

“I’ll be fine I think. Nothing hurts but my head.”

The Potions Master knelt in front of the chair, placing a hand on either side of her face and
looking into her eyes critically. “Your pupils are the same size, Miss Granger, and I can find no
evidence of a fracture. But you may have a slight concussion. Stay in your chair for this
morning, and let Mr. Prewett or Mr. Potter fetch your books. You may close your eyes, but you
shouldn’t sleep. I shall trust Mr. Potter to keep you awake.” He restored her books to her, then
straightened and looked at his watch. “Twenty-seven minutes,” he muttered under his breath.
“Just twenty-seven minutes from crossing the threshold to exposing themselves. I told Albus
this would be impossible.” He sighed in exasperation and then turned to his cousin.

Looming over the shorter man and looking down his nose in disgust, Snape hissed at him
coldly, in a manner that was very familiar to the classmates of Neville Longbottom. “Rupert, I
am responsible for the safety of Mr. Potter and Miss Granger over the holidays, and I invited
them here with the express approval of my great-grandfather. The staff, the elves, and the
portraits will treat them as guests are treated, without regard to their family history. I expect
the denizens of my family home to extend the degree of hospitality that I and my honor as a
Snape demand. We have been here for less than half an hour. In that brief time, you have
repeatedly insulted Miss Granger and allowed her to be badly injured. This will stop. The word
‘Mudblood’ will not pass your lips again for the duration of our visit. Not because it hurts Miss
Granger’s feelings—she merely finds it puerile and pathetic—but because I am mortified to
have even so distant a relative of my own as you are show himself to be so uncouth. You
should be ashamed of yourself, Rupert. I certainly am. Now, get back to your desk and let
these young people get on with their research.”

Mr. Prewett inclined his head with reluctant respect. “Y... yes, sir. As you say, sir.”

Snape stalked off without another word, his robes billowing threateningly behind him, like the
roiling dark clouds of his temper. After staring after him for a few moments, Mr. Prewett
returned to his desk and took several deep breaths. He shook his head several times and
muttered audibly. “Young Severus Snape... what’s he all about? Why, he’s almost as
frightening as his great-grandfather! But... arms around a Mudblood? Hands on her face?
Merlin! What’s he playing at? Demanding hospitality for a Mudblood? And Harry Potter, son of
a Mudblood! I don’t understand. Severus Snape—a Death Eater—touching a Mudblood of his
own free will! Like he didn’t mind! Merlin! I don’t understand...”

Harry and Hermione exchanged amused glances. “Interesting, isn’t it?” Harry murmured under
his breath. “Never occurs to him for a moment that Snape could be anything but a loyal Death
Eater, despite a speech that any true Death Eater would gag on. Despite his almost embracing
you. It’s amazing.”

“You have to remember, Harry,” Hermione reminded him with a soft chuckle, “none of these
people have seen Professor Snape since he was seventeen. They don’t quite realize he’s grown
up. It’s like my parents. Whenever I come home, I have to remind them that I no longer play
with dolls. Like Mr. Prewett’s calling you ‘little Harry.’ He’s only heard about you as a small
child, the Boy Who Lived, so he forgets that you’ve grown up. They’re all seeing Snape as our
age.”

“I suppose you’re right,” Harry murmured, surprised. “Prewett was taunting Snape like an
uppity child at the beginning, then, after he blew up it was all ‘yes, sir; right away, sir.’ And
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did you hear him say Snape’s almost as frightening as his great-grandfather? I hope we don’t
have to meet him, if he’s scarier than Snape.”

“Professor Snape, Harry. And could we read, please? This book is quite interesting.”

After a quarter hour, Hermione turned to look over her shoulder at the secretary. “I beg your
pardon, Mr. Prewett, but I packed my parchment and quills in my luggage. Could you lend me
some so I can take notes? This comparative work you found for me will be extremely useful
for my project.”

Mr. Prewett brought them both quills and scrolls. When she thanked him, he stopped and
looked hard at her, his head angled to one side. “You curtseyed to me like a pure-blooded
young lady, Miss Granger. Where did you learn to do that?” he asked accusingly. “I did
wonder, from your name, but then, I was sure you were one of us.”

Hermione smiled at him sweetly. “It’s not a matter of blood, sir, but of education. My
grandmother and my great aunt always insisted I curtsey to my elders and taught me to do
so. There’s very little difference, you know, between the Muggle and wizard elites. Both use
arcane rules to exclude those who don’t have the means to learn the code. Etiquette books
like the modern one you gave me are written for people who don’t belong to the elite, but
want to look like they do. I’m surprised that there are so many in this library, actually, given
the antiquity of the Snape family. In Muggle society, the upper classes don’t usually buy
etiquette books; they’re for middle class people who want to move upward. The upper classes
learn the codes from people in their family. It’s much easier than reading about it.”

Mr. Prewett looked at her speculatively for a moment and then turned away. Still muttering
about his cousin’s odd willingness to make physical contact with a Muggle-born witch, he
moved systematically around the room, disabling jinxes. Hermione was shocked at the
number of them, resolving to be very careful indeed in other parts of the house. She returned
her eyes to her book, however, and silence reigned for some time.

Mr. Prewett ordered an elf to bring sandwiches and pumpkin juice for luncheon. Harry asked
the elf to serve the sandwiches on the table in front of their chairs so that Hermione would not
have to get up. She was feeling much better, but agreed with Harry that it would be more
pleasant to eat without having to make conversation with Mr. Prewett. The secretary remained
at his desk, shooting furtive glances at them, which Hermione tried her best to ignore. As they
ate, Harry showed her several of the curses he had noted. They had symptoms similar to
Ron’s; unfortunately, none of them seemed to be a perfect match. Most required both
countercharms and potions for treatment, however. On Hermione’s advice, Harry had made a
list of the curses and the symptoms they caused, along with the recommended countercharms
and recipes for the potion antidotes. Perhaps Professor Snape could use some combination of
these to deal with Ron’s curse.

Around two o’clock another house-elf appeared to clear their plates. Like the one who had
brought the sandwiches, he wore a dark green tea-towel embroidered with a golden S, but
there was a sneering look on his face, and he whisked their dishes away as if it pained him to
serve them. Word had apparently already reached the kitchens of the nature of the guests.
Nonetheless, Hermione thanked him politely. Mr. Prewett looked up at her oddly, but, unlike
the Hogwarts elves, the elf himself seemed not to notice. He proceeded to clear Mr. Prewett’s
desk as well, whispering to him briefly and causing him to rise from his chair in confusion.

When the elf had departed, the secretary sauntered over to Harry and Hermione and smiled at
them in a rather nasty way. “Well, Mr. Potter, Miss Granger. It appears that Mr. Snape wants
to see you two before he throws you and Severus all out on your ears.” He smiled broadly.
“I’m going to enjoy this. Please follow me.”

Harry and Hermione exchanged worried glances, but they quickly smoothed their robes, tidied
their hair and followed him out of the room.

~o0o~
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Chapter 4 – Great-grandfather Septimius
~o0o~

Summary: Harry and Hermione meet Professor Snape's great-grandfather.

~*~

Harry and Hermione hurried down the carpeted corridors behind Mr. Prewett, ignoring the
cold, hostile glares they were receiving from the portraits. Like the house-elves, the portraits
had clearly now learned of their parentage and did not approve. As their guide whipped
around a corner, Hermione paused, laying her hand on Harry’s arm.

“Remember, now,” she whispered. “Dumbledore wants this to work. Do try to keep your
temper.”

“And you try and keep yours!” he retorted with a grin. “But you’re right. It obviously is
important—I think it must have something to do with his money. But, honestly, another
Snape! That’s just what we need, isn’t it?”

“Yes, well, we both know how to deal with Snapes after six years in Potions, don’t we? Pretend
they are being rational. Be faultlessly polite and humble. Have patience. We can make fun of
them both afterwards. Or, if you like, we can make voodoo dolls, like Neville used to do.”

Harry snorted, gave her a brilliant smile, and then took her arm and led her around the
corner. Mr. Prewett was standing impatiently before a pair of impressive double doors in the
center of a long corridor. As soon as they reached him, he knocked briefly; then he whipped
open the doors and bustled in, motioning for the students to follow him with an imperious
gesture and closing the doors behind them.

Hermione had only a moment to notice the spare elegance of the room and the surprisingly
warm, rose-and-lilac-scented breeze that drifted in through the three pairs of French windows.
But before she had time to wonder about this, her attention was riveted by the imposing old
man propped up against the pillows of the massive canopied bed.

He was clearly very old indeed, with finely wrinkled skin and long silver hair tied at the nape of
his neck. Hermione was surprised to see that his face was a caricature of their Potions
Master’s. She had always thought Professor Snape looked like a bit of a caricature himself, but
Mr. Snape’s chin was slightly more stubborn, his lips thinner and twisted in a much more
unforgiving sneer, and his nose larger and with a more pronounced hook. His dark brows were
more furrowed and sarcastically arched, and his eyes... Hermione quickly cast her own eyes
down to her feet. His eyes were terrifying. She cautiously raised her gaze again to his hands,
which were long-fingered and graceful, despite the spotted and wrinkled skin that covered
them. They rested confidently upon an elegant ebony wand that lay across his thighs, polished
with long use. He turned his head slightly to glare critically at her, and she swiftly lowered her
eyes again. Very terrifying.

Mr. Prewett stepped forward to join Professor Snape, who was standing on the left side of the
bed, his face inscrutable. The secretary bowed from the waist, and Hermione watched in
amusement as Harry took note of the angle and depth of the bow.

“Mr. Snape, sir,” the secretary said, with an exaggerated deference that didn’t ring quite true.
“I’ve brought Severus’ students, as you asked, sir.” He shot the two of them a smug,
disdainful glance.

“How kind of you, Prewett, to leave the comforts of your sinecure to do an old man such a
favor.” Hermione started in surprise. The silky purr, like the face, was a caricature of her
Professor’s, even softer and more threatening, and Mr. Prewett’s reaction was not unlike the
response of her fellow students to one of their Professor’s bad moods. He froze and looked at
his feet.

“I hope you’ve been... helpful to Severus’ students,” the soft voice continued. “See that you
continue to be so. Young people need books to improve their minds, and my library has been
rather wasted in recent years. They are to have complete freedom there. I trust you have
made it safe for Miss Granger to browse?”
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Mr. Prewett looked up into his employer’s face in surprise, then flushed and nodded
wordlessly.

“I would like you to similarly clear the protective charms from all the public rooms and the
courtyards. Clear them completely, Prewett. There must be nothing that would endanger
Muggles or Muggle-born visitors to my house.”

“Muggles?” Mr. Prewett’s voice squeaked incredulously. His employer glared at him, and he
hurriedly bowed again, flustered and speechless, and Hermione noted the shadow of a smirk
on Professor Snape’s face. The secretary shot a malevolent glance at her Professor and then
pulled himself together. “Yes, Mr. Snape. Will that be all, sir?” he said with a markedly more
humble intonation.

“No, that will not be all.” The old man’s impatience was evident. “I have another task for you,
if you’d condescend to attend to your minimal secretarial duties. I’d like you to write some
letters for me, inviting guests for a small holiday house-party beginning the afternoon of the
twenty-third, with a ball on Christmas Day. You should arrange for a small orchestra for the
ball. The guests will include Rookwood and his granddaughters, Albus Dumbledore, Minerva
McGonagall, Filius Flitwick, Arthur Weasley and his family—Severus can give you the names of
his adult children and their spouses, if any—and Andromeda Black and her husband and
daughter. Was there anyone else, Severus?” His voice was bitterly sarcastic, but his great-
grandson merely smiled.

“I’d like to invite Remus Lupin, if I may, sir,” he said, politely. “It will be a full two weeks
before the full moon. He should be quite safe.”

“Quite the fatted calf you ask. You used not to think much of him. Very well, Prewett; an
invitation to that damned, half-blood werewolf as well.” The old man’s voice was biting. “Write
tonight, Prewett. It’s less than two weeks away. Bring the letters to me tomorrow morning
and I’ll sign them. No one would believe they’re genuine otherwise. They may not anyway, in
fact. Yes, that’s a thought. Be sure to use the best house stationary. No one would waste that
much gold on a prank.” He dismissed the secretary with a wave.

“But, sir! Do you really want me to include Andromeda’s husband, sir? He’s... he’s... he’s a...”
Mr. Prewett sputtered.

“He’s a Muggle, Prewett,” said the old man mildly. “So make sure you’ve cleared all those
protective hexes, as I asked.” His eyes narrowed. “We wouldn’t want Mr. Tonks to be injured,
as you allowed Miss Granger to be this morning. Go to it, man. Now, get out.”

Mr. Prewett gave Professor Snape another surreptitious glare as he bowed to his employer yet
again. Then he retreated hastily, closing the door carefully behind him. The old man cast a
quick silencing charm at the door and then grimaced at his great-grandson. “Very well,
Severus. That part was actually quite satisfying, I must admit. Prewett has been getting above
himself in recent months. And I find myself quite looking forward to seeing young Andromeda
again, despite her unfortunate marriage. It’s been far too long. It will be a terrible strain to
have all this riffraff in my house, of course—it will undoubtedly speed my end. Not that you’ll
mind, I’m sure. Nonetheless, I’ve done my part, you slimy Slytherin.” Harry and Hermione
exchanged surprised glances, but their Professor’s face remained a polite mask. “I promise
you, Severus,” Mr. Snape continued, “if you don’t keep your end of the bargain after all this, I
shall haunt you to your dying day. You may introduce your students now. I confess that I
am... interested to meet them.”

“Thank you, sir.” Professor Snape’s voice was amazingly meek, particularly given that he had
just been called a slimy Slytherin. “Mr. Potter, if you would do me the kindness of stepping
over here so that I may introduce you? Thank you. Great-grandfather, this is Harry James
Potter, a seventh-year Gryffindor at Hogwarts.”

Hermione smiled to herself for a moment. In this patriarchal context, ladies definitely did not
come first. She did not mind in the slightest.

Harry bowed to the old man from the waist, a little more deeply than Mr. Prewett had done
and then raised his eyes cautiously to the old man on the bed. “Good afternoon, Mr. Snape.”
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The old man laughed cruelly. “Good afternoon, Mr. Potter. Not a very credible attempt at a
bow. It might have been considerably deeper. But I suppose you haven’t a lot of experience
bowing to older men, have you?”

“No, sir. I’ve only done it once before, actually, and that was not by choice.”

“Not by choice?” Mr. Snape seemed quite offended. “Why not? Why should you refuse to pay
the proper deference of youth to age, then?”

“Well, sir, it was... Tom Riddle, sir, right after he’d come back. And he’d just had a friend of
mine killed, and I didn’t intend to bow to him at all. He told me to bow, though, and then he
forced me to, in spite of myself.”

The old man snorted. “Yes, I can see your reluctance. Quite understandable. Did he use the
Imperius Curse?”

“No, sir. I’d have been able to fight that. I don’t really know what it was—something more
physical I think. I just bent. In any case, you are right that it was not something I was taught
to do. I was raised by my mother’s Muggle relatives, as you may know.”

“Yes... I had heard. What a sad state of affairs for the last of so old a family. Pitiable... Quite
pitiable. I don’t know what Albus was thinking.”

The old man sighed, and then spoke in a much more friendly way. “I never knew your father,
but your great-great-grandfather, William, was a schoolmate of mine, and your great uncle
Henry Potter was my apprentice—a brilliant man; his early death was tragic. I presume you
were named for him?”

Harry shook his head. “I really don’t know, sir,” he said, surprised by the reference to his
family.

“You don’t know? How odd. Nonetheless, I believe shall address you as Harry. Had Henry
Potter lived, I’m sure we would have been well acquainted.”

“Really? I’m afraid I don’t know much about my family, sir.”

“Well, you must learn, young man. It’s very important to know your family history. After all, it
is our family that makes us who we are, is it not?”

“No, sir, I don’t think it is. Headmaster Dumbledore always says it is our choices.”

“Ah, well, that does sound like Albus.” The black eyes were sharp. “Nonetheless, you might
want to look up your family history in my library. It’s all there, and it’s useful to know in some
contexts.”

“Really? There are books about the Potters? Thank you, sir. I’ll plan to do that. I’d enjoy
learning about them. I’ve always wondered.”

Mr. Snape nodded, apparently pleased by the genuine enthusiasm in Harry’s voice, and he lay
back slightly on his pillows. “So, Harry, tell me what it’s like being the famous Boy Who Lived.
Have you enjoyed your notoriety?”

“No, not at all, sir,” Harry said decisively, ignoring the derisive snort from his Professor at this
assertion. “It was really nothing that I did, you see. I was only a baby. It was entirely my
mother’s doing that I lived. I wish people would give her the credit for her sacrifice and leave
me alone.”

“Yes, well, your mother was both a woman and a Mu... Muggle-born. You can hardly expect
anyone to give her much credit for anything,” the old man said scathingly. “And after all, her
effort was ineffectual in the end, wasn’t it?”

“What do you mean ‘ineffectual,’ sir?” Harry spoke politely, but Hermione could see his
shoulders tense.

“Riddle came back. Had your father married a witch, the pestilential man would not have come
back.”

“My mother was a witch, sir,” Harry said, flushing slightly.
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“A real witch—a pure-blood witch, I meant, of course.”

“I see no difference, sir,” said Harry, with a glance at Hermione. “In any case, Riddle’s return
was unrelated to the magical strength of the witch who banished him. As I understand it, it
was his destiny to return. No one could have prevented it. What my mother did gave us time
and hope, and she gave her life in the process. I will not stand by and allow anyone to
disparage her.”

The old man nodded slowly in satisfaction. “There speaks your pure-blood Potter heritage,
Harry. I’m pleased that you seem to have inherited proper instincts despite your father’s...
imprudent marriage. No true Potter would allow anyone to disparage his female relations, no
matter how debased...”

“Imprudent? Debased? How dare you, sir!” Harry’s voice was outraged as he interrupted the
old man. His Professor looked at him sharply, but with a certain amount of approval, and did
not move to interfere.

“I beg your pardon, Harry,” said Mr. Snape. “I spoke without thinking. Defense of one’s female
relations and one’s country are the only points that override the ordinary duty of politeness to
one’s superiors in age and rank, and so you are justified in your reproach on this one
occasion. But you also prove my point: did the Muggle relatives who raised you teach you to
defend your mother?”

“No, not at all.” Harry said, with some bitterness.

Mr. Snape smiled with satisfaction. “Well, then, it is your father’s blood that speaks in her
defense. I rest my case. Now, young man, I understand you play Quidditch for Gryffindor...”

Hermione rolled her eyes as the Quidditch talk quickly became technical, and her Professor
looked at her reprovingly. She grimaced at him and then quickly arranged her face in what
she thought of as her queen’s-garden-party simper. An austere nod marked Professor Snape’s
approval, though one corner of his mouth quivered.

As the Quidditch discussion absorbed the three men, Hermione risked a more leisurely look
around the room. It was a beautiful room, with polished dark hardwood floors covered with
large oriental rugs of crimson, indigo, and black. The wood of the wainscoting was equally
dark, and the carved frieze at its top echoed the running greyhounds of the curved store
balustrade outside the French windows. The room was shallow, but very wide, with a low, flat
ceiling supported by square, dark, rough-hewn beams. The massive canopied bed extended
from the opposite wall, somewhat to her right as she stood just inside the doors, between two
pairs of open French windows. Beyond the bed was a dressing area, in which there stood a
large wardrobe with the same greyhound frieze as the wainscoting and, in the far corner, a
large cheval glass, behind which she could just see a small door. The end of the room to her
left was larger, illuminated by another pair of French windows. It ended in a huge fieldstone
fireplace, its grate covered by a large embroidered screen, with comfortable chairs and sofas
upholstered in warm brown leather arranged around it. The two small doors flanking the
fireplace probably led to a servants’ stair and a closet or a private bath, Hermione speculated.
On the wall opposite the bed were two large landscape paintings, distinctly mediocre and
boring. Surely Mr. Snape could afford better paintings than this, she thought. But, perhaps the
old man found them calming; like her Potions Master, he seemed to need frequent soothing.

She turned back to the bed just in time to see Harry dismissed by Mr. Snape, who was clearly
pleased with their conversation. Hermione watched the cordiality drain from his eyes as he
turned to her.

“All right, then, Severus. The other one, please,” he said in a tired voice. He was clearly not
looking forward to their conversation, and that, Hermione thought, made two of them. Harry
stepped back, and Professor Snape held out his hand to her to wave her forward. She took a
deep breath and stepped toward the bed.

“Great-grandfather, may I present Miss Hermione Jane Granger? She is also a seventh-year
Gryffindor and Head Girl of Hogwarts School.”
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Hermione gave the old man in the bed a gentle social smile and then lowered herself with
practiced skill into a deep curtsey. Her right hand swept gracefully out beside her as she
descended, and as she rose again it swept forward, palm down and fingers slightly curled.
Over a century of habit held true, just as Hermione had calculated, and the old man grasped
her fingers gently and raised them to his lips without a thought. She smiled slightly at the
audible intake of breath behind her, and she caught the sharp glance of surprise that Mr.
Snape shot at his great-grandson before she reclaimed her hand and lowered her glance to
stand demurely before him.

“It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance, Mr. Snape,” she said respectfully.

“Welcome to Houndsnape Hall, Miss Granger.” He examined her critically and there was a
rather awkward pause. Hermione continued to smile gently, not meeting the piercing, dark
eyes. “I apologize for my inability to rise,” he continued finally, smiling a bit ruefully to
acknowledge how well she had manipulated him. There was another short silence, during
which he looked more thoughtful than angry. “I think I shall call you Hermione,” the old man
said at last, in a rather bemused tone of voice. “I cannot claim acquaintance with your family,
but it would make for... symmetry.”

“I would be honored by such familiarity, sir.” Her voice was studiously neutral.

“Thank you. Do you know, Hermione, you are the first Muggle-born witch I have ever met?”
He gave her another critical stare. “You are not at all what I expected.”

“Indeed, sir? I do hope I don’t disappoint you. But how can you have avoided meeting Muggle-
born witches at Hogwarts?”

The old man looked at her as if he were annoyed. “Muggle-born witches and wizards did not
attend Hogwarts in my time. It was Headmaster Armando Dippet who changed that policy in
the 1930's. Before that time, Muggle-borns were admitted only to magical trade schools, to
learn various magical crafts, technical skills, mechanical processes, and so forth.”

“Really, sir? Yet another less-than-admirable circumstance that seems to have been omitted
from Hogwarts: A History. That book is even more distorted and self-serving than I thought.
Trade schools. How very... quaint. ”

“Perhaps. It was not thought then, you understand, that Muggle-borns were capable of more
complicated magic. And of course there was the obvious danger that fraternization might lead
to miscegenation—as indeed it has.” He gestured casually at Harry, who glared back at him.
“So many of our best pure-blood families were dying out or being brought low by unfortunate
marriages even without the mixing of the classes at Hogwarts. Many of us believed that the
change would imperil the security of wizarding society.”

“I see,” Hermione said evenly, controlling her temper. “’Brought low,’ you say.
‘Miscegenation.’ What very odd misconceptions! But I suppose it was your loss, in the end.”

“Clearly,” said the old man with an exaggerated gallantry that Hermione suspected was
sarcasm. “However,” he continued, “my great-grandson has been insisting to me that you are
a very clever witch indeed. He says you were responsible for the creation and execution of the
spell that ensured the Order’s success at the Battle of Hogsmeade a few months ago. One of
their few successes of late.” The man’s lips twisted scornfully. “But I was surprised I hadn’t
heard about your achievement previously.”

Hermione controlled her annoyance with difficulty. How dare this imperious old man make
disparaging remarks about the Order, whose members risked so much to fight Voldemort?
“Well, sir,” she said sweetly, but with an audible edge to her voice, “as a woman and a Mu...
Muggle-born, I can hardly expect anyone to give me much credit for anything, can I?” She
imitated both his tone and his hesitation over the word Muggle-born.

There were simultaneous suppressed snorts behind her. But the old man was not happy with
her mockery. “Touché, Hermione,” he said with a bitter laugh. “Now, do you think you could
explain your achievement to an old man who perhaps doesn’t keep up with modern magical
advances as well as he might?”
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Hermione was warned by a second snort from her Professor that this might not be entirely
true. She turned to look back at him, wondering whether it would be a breach of Order
secrecy to answer. Her spell had been quite successful, and the Order was hoping to keep its
nature unknown so that it would be just as effective again. The Potions Master gave her a tiny
nod, so she turned back to the old man and explained.

“The spell my charm was derived from is not modern at all, sir,” she said coolly. “I adapted it
from the Arachnae Charm, with some help from Professor Flitwick. And it is a woman’s spell; it
used to be cast to trim hats. Men can’t cast it. It casts a net, like a spider weaves a web, you
see.”

“I’m familiar with the spell.” He looked at her speculatively. “As I remember, it is itself a
variant of a much older and more practical spell. But modifying existing spells is not a simple
matter. And I would not have thought that the Arachnae Charm would have much value at all
as a defensive spell. How did you use it?” The old man seemed genuinely interested, and
Hermione relaxed slightly.

“Well, I modified it to be cast by four witches and cover the area between them, and I also
added magic-freezing charms to the resulting net. The Order lured a group of Death Eaters
down a street in Hogsmeade. My friends Parvati and Padma Patil positioned themselves in
front of them, and Ginny Weasley and I crept around behind them. We cast the spell
simultaneously, so that the net dropped over the entire group of Death Eaters, and the charms
in the net prevented anyone touching it from using magic. So they couldn’t attack us or
Apparate. The Order was able to stun and disarm most of them before they could crawl out.”

Professor Snape interposed. “They sent twenty-eight marked Death Eaters to Azkaban in one
afternoon. Quite an achievement.”

Mr. Snape nodded approvingly. “Very clever indeed—and particularly brave of you and Miss
Weasley. It sounds well planned. I’m surprised that any of them got away.”

“It was dangerous, but we had guards to protect us, since we were holding the net too, and
couldn’t cast spells. Harry and Neville Longbottom guarded Parvati and Padma, and Seamus
Finnegan and Ron Weasley guarded Ginny and me. Unfortunately, the street was narrow and
Ginny and I weren’t able to get as far away from the Death Eaters as we should have, and the
Order were all at the front of the net. Seamus and Ron were very quick with stunning spells,
but they were badly attacked by several of the men near us, who were able to crawl out. They
realized quickly that they’d lost and Apparated.” Hermione’s eyes filled with tears. “But before
that Seamus was... killed by that bastard Dolohov, and Ron was very badly cursed; Voldemort
thinks his curse will be fatal as well, though we’re working hard to cure it.”

“Antonin Dolohov? You have met him? You recognized him?” The old man was sufficiently
interested that he allowed her unladylike description of the man to pass unremarked.

“We’ve not met formally, of course; but he and I had dueled eighteen months previously at
the Ministry of Magic. He cursed me quite badly.” She touched the scar that ended at the base
of her throat. “He killed Seamus with the same hex that he threw at me then, and he has
some very distinctive scars on his wand arm. And we hope he now has more scars—Ginny hit
him with a wicked slicing spell just below the waist as he Apparated.”

The old man raised an eyebrow. “Indeed. His father won’t have been happy with that; I don’t
believe he has yet produced an heir. How very... ruthless of Miss Weasley.”

“He’d just killed her fiancé, sir. It was, in fact, rather less ruthless than she meant it to be:
she was aiming at his neck. If she hadn’t been so distracted and upset by Seamus’s death, his
father would be in mourning.”

Mr. Snape nodded in approval. “I shall look forward to meeting her at Christmas then. Her
mother was born a Prewett, I think. Quite an impressive family. And her brother’s curse? How
do you know that Riddle believes it will be fatal?”

Hermione turned again to look at her Professor.

“That part is my doing, Great-grandfather. I have told him repeatedly about Mr. Weasley’s
symptoms and made them sound rather worse than they are. Wilson, the Death Eater who
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cast the curse, was killed by Aurors a few days later, and unfortunately no one seems to have
heard the spell cast. The Dark Lord knows what it was, and I continue to hope he’ll make
some casual reference to it when I raise the subject. In the meantime, Miss Granger and I
have developed a potion that seems to alleviate the catatonia somewhat, but it does nothing
for his panic attacks. We are rather at a loss to deal with those. Unless you’ve found anything
useful this morning, Potter?”

“Possibly, sir,” said Harry. “May I show you?” At Professor Snape’s nod, he pulled out the
parchment with his notes on it. “Nothing fit exactly, but Hermione thought maybe a
combination of them? Several of the curses with the panic attack symptoms seem to be best
treated with coordinated counter-charms and potions.”

He turned to hand the parchment to Professor Snape, but the old man interrupted. “May I see
your notes, Harry?” he said.

At Professor Snape’s nod, Harry handed the parchment to Mr. Snape. The old man on the bed
ran a long finger over his thin lips as he looked the list over carefully, nodding occasionally
and clearly thinking hard. Harry looked back at his Professor curiously.

Professor Snape explained. “My great-grandfather was the Potions Master at Hogwarts for
thirty years early in this century; he taught me much of what I know, but only a small part of
his own skill. His advice would be extremely valuable to us, if he’s willing to give it.”

Mr. Snape looked up. “Of course, Severus; I would be delighted to help cure such a brave
young man as Weasley seems to be. I see we must have talk about potions as well as all the
other matters. But before the young people go, I’d like to ask a favor of Hermione.”

Hermione had stepped away from the bed with some relief as the conversation became
general, but now she approached it again, her eyes properly downcast as Professor Snape had
instructed. “Of course, sir. How may I help you?

“Will you trust me to look into your eyes, Hermione?” the old man asked with a gentleness
that surprised her. “There are many things I would like to know about you, but I don’t know
you well enough to ask the right questions. And I know so little of Muggle-born witches that I
am not sure I would understand your answers if I did.”

“You would like to perform Legilimency, sir?” She looked up at him curiously. “I would have no
objection, unless there is a problem with the things that I know about the Order?” She turned
again to her Professor for guidance.

Professor Snape looked at her appraisingly. “No, I don’t think there is anything you know
about the war that would be inappropriate for my great-grandfather to see, Miss Granger.” He
paused a moment, as if debating with himself. “But my great-grandfather’s request is
obviously rather personal, and I assure you that you may quite properly refuse it without
being even slightly rude or seeming at all ungrateful for his hospitality.” The Potions Master
was clearly leaving her free to make her own decision.

“If you like then, sir.” Hermione turned to Mr. Snape and took his outstretched hands, looking
at their joined hands for a moment. The first time he had touched her, she had tricked him
into doing so. This time it was voluntary, so he must have accepted her. She smiled slightly
and looked up into his eyes.

Her previous experiences in Legilimency, when Harry had practiced it on her using the spoken
charm, had prepared her to be overwhelmed by a sequence of images. This was different, in
that she continued to see the old man’s eyes, so dark brown that they looked black at first.
She was conscious of the memories he was searching, quickly and efficiently. Initially, he
seemed very interested in her childhood, with her parents in their comfortable suburban home
and her long happy visits with her beloved grandmother and her eccentric great aunt. He then
watched the day Professor McGonagall visited to explain that she was a witch, sampling her
happiness and her parents’ pride and dismay. There followed in quick succession, as if he were
flipping through a pile of wizarding photographs, her arrival at Hogwarts, her classes, her
friendship with Ron and Harry, and some of the crises they’d weathered together. He dwelt
with some emphasis on Ron and his curse and with even more persistence on her memories of
his great-grandson, his classes, and the time they’d spent at Hogwarts and Grimmauld Place
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working on potions to help Ron. This worried Hermione at first, but she quickly decided that
she had felt respect and admiration for the man since her fourth year, despite his often
disparaging treatment, and that her earlier suspicions were those of a child and should not
shame her. She felt Mr. Snape see and recognize her decision, and saw his smile in the
deepening of the wrinkles at the corners of his eyes. A minute more was spent running
through all his great-grandson’s classroom slights, and then he was done. He raised her hands
in turn to his lips again and then released her, and she stepped back and gave him another
deep curtsey.

“Nonsense, child,” he said briskly. “It is I who should be bowing to you, though my health at
present forbids it. I will, of course, keep your confidence as securely as such trust requires of
me. That was very brave of you indeed—you are clearly a true Gryffindor—and it was very
helpful for me to see a little of your life. It will help me to understand you. I can see that my
great-grandson has not always been kind to you and that you have endured the famous Snape
temper with great patience. I should also very much like to meet the elderly woman with the
green eyes and the peculiar hats. She seems to be a most formidable and admirable woman,
but unfortunately I’m afraid that circumstances will forbid our acquaintance.”

“I fear that they will, sir; my great aunt died two years ago.”

“I’m sorry for your sake, although that may, in fact, make a meeting between us practicable
sooner than I might have expected,” he replied with a twinkle worthy of Albus Dumbledore.
“Now, Severus, tell me where have you put yourself and your students?”

“I left it to Timothy, Great-grandfather. I felt he would know better what you would prefer.”

“Not in this case, I think. Timothy!”

The house-elf popped into the room and bowed deeply.

“Timothy, I’d like you to put Severus’ things in his old room—you remember, the Oak Room
on the autumn courtyard. Mr. Potter will be staying in the Holly Room and Miss Granger in the
Lilac Room, please. We will be dining in the small dining room at a quarter past seven, and I
will come down to join my guests. We shall be seven; please inform Madam Pierre. And
Severus will choose the wine.”

“Yes, sir. Right away, sir.”

“Thank you, Timothy. That will be all.”

Hermione noted that her Professor had shown some surprise as he heard the rooms they’d
been assigned, and after Timothy’s departure he turned to his great-grandfather. “The Lilac
Room, sir?” he said, raising an eyebrow.

The old man smiled reprovingly. “It has been a long time since we have had a lady staying in
the house, Severus. I think Hermione will enjoy the lilacs. Perhaps I should have chosen one
of the winter rooms, given her name, but I suspect she will like this one better. And I intend it
to do her honor.”

“Very well, sir. Thank you. May I show my students their rooms? I should like to be certain
that they are... safe.”

“Of course, Severus. But please do come back here directly when you have finished. We have
much to discuss, and the family will be trying to sneak back in, soon.” He gave a wave
towards the two paintings on the wall opposite his bed, and Hermione realized suddenly that
the bland landscapes were in fact portraits whose subjects had gone missing. Clearly, they
would not be able to talk so freely in the rest of the house. She and Harry thanked Mr. Snape
again for his hospitality, and they were ushered out of the room by their Professor.

Professor Snape closed the double doors carefully behind them. Silently, he leaned his
forehead against the cool, polished wood and breathed deeply. Hermione and Harry
exchanged glances, and stood patiently waiting for their Professor to recover. After a few
moments, he straightened with a great show of effort, smiled at both of them tiredly, and led
them back down the hall.

~o0o~
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Chapter 5 – The Lilac Room
~o0o~

Summary: Professor Snape gives his students a bit of a tour and Hermione a ring. Hermione hears and
experiences several things that puzzle her, and at one point Professor Snape finds her rather too
restrained.

~*~

“The back part of the house is arranged around four courtyards,” Professor Snape explained,
as he led them down the corridor. “Each bedroom has windows looking out onto one of them.
They are charmed to always be the same time of year, and they are planted with the
appropriate flora. The spring and autumn courtyards are behind the drawing room, and the
winter and summer courtyards are behind the library. We’ll stop by my own room first, as I’d
like to pick up the notes I’ve taken on Weasley’s problems to show my great-grandfather. The
window opens onto the autumn courtyard, which is charmed to the climate of early
September. Touch nothing, Miss Granger.”

They followed him into a room that was rather like his great-grandfather’s, except that it was
slightly smaller and the wainscoting was bordered with a design of carved oak leaves. The
furnishings were crimson, bright gold, and brown. He looked around with a rather wistful air
for a moment, and Hermione remembered that this had been his childhood bedroom. She
wondered if they had gone there first because he was anxious to see it again. She tried to
imagine going back to her room in her parents’ house after having been away for twenty years
and sighed sympathetically. Her Professor looked at her sharply, then walked over and opened
the French windows. He motioned for them to join him.

They looked down onto a courtyard thickly planted with oak and maple, bright with autumn
color against the muted greens of late summer. There was a hint of smoke in the chilly air
mixed with the pervasive scent of moldering leaves, and squirrels running across the winding
paths made a cheerful crunching sound as they burrowed through the fallen leaves for seeds
and nuts.

Hermione inhaled deeply, enjoying the evocative scents and sounds. Autumn was her favorite
season, really, probably because it was when she went back to school. After a few moments,
the Potions Master turned to his trunk and fished out a battered notebook that Hermione
recognized from his laboratory. After thinking for a moment, he dug deeper down into his
trunk and removed a small parcel. He put both the parcel and the notebook in his pocket and
led them out of the room.

“Very Gryffindor, your room, Professor,” Hermione remarked in a carefully neutral tone. He
raised an eyebrow at her temerity, but didn’t comment.

He continued his tour. “The rooms across the corridor from mine open on the spring courtyard,
which is all crocuses and apple blossoms. Its climate is set to late April. Most of the rooms
around it are a bit cloying to my taste. You may investigate the courtyard later, since I’ve no
time to show you now. All of the courtyards are accessible from the ground floor where the
guest rooms are. The rooms on this floor are meant for family and are larger, so Great-
grandfather is honoring you by assigning you rooms here. Potter, you’re on the winter court,
late December, of course. Here we are: Holly.”

As Hermione had expected, the wainscoting was carved with holly, beautifully painted with red
berries and shiny green leaves, and the furnishings were upholstered in the same dark green
with touches of crimson. It was a very masculine room. Outside the tall, velvet-curtained
French windows was a garden in which snow-covered paths wound through clusters of holly
trees and evergreens. Some of the evergreens were decorated with twinkling lights. Small,
brightly colored birds flitted among the trees, lending color to the otherwise monochromatic
landscape.

“I hope you like to wake early, Potter; otherwise, the birds will drive you insane. Don’t leave
the windows open for very long, as they tend to fly inside and dirty the carpets. If they get
into the corridors, it takes the house-elves hours to get them out and the poor birds tend to
lose hope and die.”
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There was an irritated hoot from the dresser, where Hedwig was still in her cage. Harry moved
quickly to let her out and give her a treat for her patience.

“May I let her out into the courtyard, Professor, or does the enchantment on it prevent her
getting out of it?”

“No, it only keeps the little colored birds in, as they are part of the enchantment itself. Owls
are certainly not restrained.” The Professor continued as Harry carried his owl to the window
and let her out, “Now come across with us to see Miss Granger’s room. It’s on the summer
courtyard—mid-June. It is quite impressive.”

He opened a door on the opposite side of the corridor some distance down from Harry’s room
and Hermione held her breath for a moment. Unlike the other rooms, this one had dark wood
only on the floor. The wainscoting, the ceiling beams, and all the furnishings were painted
white. Carved lilacs topped the wainscoting and ran around the headboard of the bed. More
lilacs hung from the top of the bed curtains, over the doors of the wardrobe, across the back
of the chair, and around the frame of the cheval glass and the mirror on the dressing table. All
were painted in fine detail in dark green and varying shades of lilac, closely resembling the cut
flowers displayed in tall white ceramic vases around the room. The scent from these bouquets
and from the living flowers in the courtyard made the conceit extremely effective. The bed
linens and the sheer inner curtains around the bed and the open French doors were white,
while the velvet outer curtains and the thick rugs on the dark floor were a deep green. The
elegant furniture around the fireplace was upholstered in dark green fabric and was piled with
purple pillows with lilac designs done in needlepoint. It ought to have been too much, but the
subtlety of the colors and the movement of the sunlight through the billowing sheer curtains
kept the effect light and charming.

Crookshanks had been let out of his carrier and had made himself very comfortable in the
center of the soft white bedclothes. They would be covered with orange cat hairs when he
departed, Hermione thought with dismay, but for the moment, his orange fur and his
disgruntled expression gave the room the reality that it needed. Crookshanks seemed pleased
by the opportunity to shed on such pristine whiteness; he was purring with satisfaction as he
looked up at her. The room looked like home, and she loved it at once.

Harry and Professor Snape had moved to one of the open pairs of French windows flanking the
bed while Hermione gave Crookshanks a quick rub between the ears. She joined them looking
down over the balustrade into a lovely rose garden. The paths were broken by flower-covered
arches and led to little partially concealed bowers in arcaded alcoves furnished with wicker
chairs and tables. The summer sunlight felt warm on their heavy school robes as they
breathed in the scent of the flowers mixed with a slight tang of ripening berries. Lilacs had
been trained to bloom over the balustrade and trellises of wonderfully scented yellow roses
bloomed on either side of the windows. The song of the birds was sweet over a descant of
crickets and the lazy hum of bees. Hermione stood entranced for a few moments and then
turned to her Professor.

“This is absolutely lovely, sir. Thank you so much for agreeing to bring us here. The whole
house is beautiful, and I’m going to love staying in such a beautiful room.”

Professor Snape looked at her appraisingly. “That you can say so after facing my great-
grandfather, Miss Granger, is a tribute to the resilience of youth. However, I hope you and Mr.
Potter enjoy your time here.”

The Potions Master instructed them both that dress robes would be required for dinner and
that promptness was essential, so Harry returned to his room to unpack and dress. The
Professor lingered in Hermione’s room a little longer, checking for charms and jinxes and
removing several. Then he seated himself on a sofa at the end of the room and motioned for
her to join him. He pulled out the packet he’d taken from his trunk and opened it. It contained
two very simple rings and he handed one to her. It was thin and gold and was adorned with a
single oval stone, dark red, veined, and opaque—perhaps jasper, she thought. The other ring
he put on his own finger, a thick silver band with three small square green stones inlaid close
together.
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“I would be grateful if you would wear this ring while you are at Houndsnape Hall, Miss
Granger. You have been made free of the house, and I hope you will feel confident enough to
explore it. But, Rupert and I may have overlooked some jinxes, and if you should be struck by
one and need help, you must turn the stone of this ring to the inside of your finger. It will alert
me to your danger and your location so that I can find you. I hope that nothing like the
accident this morning will occur again, but I’d like you to wear it, just in case. And I must
apologize; I have been so preoccupied with my great-grandfather that I hadn’t even asked
how your head is feeling now. Is it still painful?”

“Only a little, sir, and barely at all when I’m distracted. If you could bring me a headache
potion at dinner, I think it might be useful in helping me sleep. It has been a rather stressful
day, though for you even more than Harry and me, I’m sure. It must be really hard returning
here after such a long time. You look exhausted. Must you really go back to him?”

“Oh yes, we have much to discuss. I should also congratulate you, as I ought to have
congratulated Potter, upon dealing with him so well. He was very impressed with you both,
and also seems to enjoy your company, which is an excellent development. Would that I had
done as well.” He sighed and shook his head.

On an impulse, Hermione reached out to put a comforting hand on his sleeve, and rather to
her surprise he did not shake it off. “You did very well, too, I’m sure, Professor. He seemed
quite happy to be reconciled with you, and he clearly believed the Headmaster about your
role. He spoke to you almost affectionately.”

“He certainly believed Albus.” He looked up at her with a look on his face that she couldn’t
quite decipher. “And you very bravely put my story beyond a doubt when you allowed him to
look into your mind. That was an outrageous request of his, you know, but I’m glad you felt
able to honor it. Perhaps he will understand a bit better about Muggle-borns as a result—he
has always been bitterly prejudiced. Unfortunately, however, the main reason he is happy is
that I agreed to a bargain that Dumbledore suggested to him. I have committed myself to a
course of action that will make my life extremely complicated, and my agreement to this is
something that he has wanted for a very long time. Unfortunately, the bargain I’ve made with
him will have repercussions upon a number of people—you among them, I fear. I think Albus
will come to regret his suggestion, and I very much hope I have not made a dangerous
mistake in agreeing to it.”

Hermione raised her eyebrows at her professor’s expression of self-doubt, but she said
merely, “I’m sure you’ve made the right decision, sir. Mr. Snape is clearly rather prejudiced,
but he doesn’t seem the sort to ask for unreasonable sacrifices from his own family.”

He did shake off her hand then. “Such faith is touching, Miss Granger, but completely
unwarranted. My great-grandfather is can be charming, as he has apparently decided to be
with you, but he is also ruthless in obtaining his desires. Nonetheless, I hope his demands will
not seem terribly unreasonable to you, for all our sakes.” He sighed and was silent for a
moment before continuing in a perplexed tone. “I fear that I am not thinking very clearly at all
today; it is so peculiar to be back again. This was always my mother’s room when we lived
here. I used to come in here to tell her all my troubles, which is perhaps why I am being so
ridiculously unguarded with you.”

“It’s a very beautiful room, and I’m honored that Mr. Snape wanted me to have it. But sir, it’s
always difficult to come home after a long absence. I face the same thing every summer, and
I can only imagine how much harder it must be to come back after twenty years. People tend
to think of you as being just as you were when you left. It seemed to me that they are all
trying very hard to pretend that they don’t really think of you as a seventeen-year-old any
more.”

He looked at her curiously. “Indeed, Miss Granger; that may be the problem. But, I must be
getting back to Great-grandfather. Thank you for the brief respite.”

“Thank you for the ring, sir. I like the color. And I’m grateful for your assurance of protection.”
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“It is entirely selfishness on my part. It makes me feel better to know I’ll be able to find you if
you should be hurt by a hex. And the color suits you. I shall return to take you and Potter
down to dinner. Seven o’clock, please. Be ready.”

He stood, nodded to her in what she now recognized as a man’s polite acknowledgment of a
young woman, and swept out of her rooms with his customary flourish.

Hermione looked after him for a moment, quite puzzled. Professor Snape had been less cruel
even in classes this year, and now that he finally trusted her and her friends to understand his
need to be harsh in public, he had become much kinder in private—at Grimmauld Place, at the
rare Order meetings they’d been allowed to attend, and even during detentions. She and
Harry had spent many hours in the dungeons in the past few months, making potions for the
Infirmary and preparing ingredients for the younger students’ classes to free Professor Snape
to work on Ron’s curse. Hermione had assisted him more closely with the potion, since he and
Harry still tended to irritate one another, and she’d even been allowed to mark some of the
potions essays of younger students to give him more time to work on his research.

As a result, they had forged a tentative friendship, one that she treasured as a foretaste of
adult relationships. Nonetheless, never had he been so... unguarded as he had been in the
past few minutes—all day, really, she thought, remembering how he had held her head
against his shoulder when she was injured. That was meant only to prove a point to Mr.
Prewett, however, she reminded herself. And, of course, the danger was not gone. His sharp,
impatient tongue was still a threat; but if she were careful and kept her wits about her, she
could talk to him pleasantly and even enjoy his company. She hoped that he would remain
unguarded for a while, even if he became accustomed to being back in the house again. She
rather liked him that way.

After a long, relaxing bath in the bathroom that opened off her room, Hermione took out her
dress robes. She had three sets now, including the pale blue robes she had worn to the Yule
ball her fourth year, which had been modified to fit her changing figure. She had acquired
some rather restrained dark blue robes in her sixth year; and her latest acquisition, a rather
daringly adult set in white satin and gold lamé, had been a present from her parents early the
previous summer in anticipation of her eighteenth birthday. They were intended for her
Graduation Ball, but she was pleased to think that they would carry her through Mr. Snape’s
Christmas Ball as well. Yes, those should definitely be saved. Hermione slipped the pale blue
robes over her head. The robes that had seemed so sophisticated three years earlier, with
their matte sleeves and skirt and the shiny satin bodice that laced up the front now seemed
rather girlish. She took out her wand, and looked in the glass critically. Too pastel, that was
the problem.

Professor Snape had said he thought the dark red stone of her ring suited her. Very well.
Looking at the ring, she transformed the robes to the same color. She made the sleeves and
skirt a heavy moiré, and turned in the glass to admire the texture. The long sleeves were
rather puffy for such a heavy fabric, so she tightened them, removing the cuffs and shortening
them to three-quarter length. She pulled out the satin ribbon that laced up the bodice and
joined the halves seamlessly, lowering and squaring the neckline for a medieval feel. The style
was in keeping with the English gothic of the house, she thought with satisfaction, but it was a
bit too red. After another critical glance in the mirror, she transformed the satin bodice to
black, which made a dramatic contrast with the dark red moiré. The dark red satin ribbon she
cut in half, weaving one half through her French braid. The other half she tied high around her
neck as a choker, allowing the ends of the ribbon to stream down her back. In her trunk she
found a small oval pin of antique carved jet that had been her great-aunt’s and pinned it to
the ribbon at her throat. She charmed her bedroom slippers into comfortable black patent flats
and checked the cheval glass in the corner. Perfect. Now she was ready, and it was only half
past five. Well perhaps she could explore a little more.

Behind the tall cheval glass was a second door. Hermione opened it carefully, but it seemed to
lead only to a narrow, plain passage with small sealed windows opening out onto the
courtyard. The air smelt stale and disused, but the floor was spotlessly clean, thanks to the
efforts of the numerous house-elves she was certain. A door to her right led onto a small
terrace built out over a corner of the rose garden and holding a table and chairs. A few steps
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farther along, a door to the left led to a large storage room, almost filled by a collection of
furniture, racks of old robes with matching tall hats, and battered trunks and chests. She
returned to the passage, which now turned right. She passed another door on the right
leading to the same terrace. Just beyond, the passage ended in another closed door. She
opened it a crack and heard the sound of voices. Professor Snape and his great-grandfather.
She did a quick calculation. This must be the door behind the cheval glass in the old man’s
bedroom.

Hermione knew that eavesdropping was a terrible social sin. If she were caught doing such a
thing, her Professor would probably flay her with his scathing comments. She would never be
able to let Mr. Snape look into her mind again as he’d done this afternoon. Nonetheless, there
was that remark Professor Snape had made about his possibly mistaken agreement that “will
have repercussions upon a number of people, you among them.” She decided that listening
would come under the heading of constant vigilance. She stood quietly, her ear to the crack.

“Yes, yes, Great-grandfather,” her Professor was saying testily. “I understand your concern.
But in fact I have considerable experience in financial affairs. You must remember that I am
no longer seventeen. I’m thirty-seven years old. I’ve managed to survive quite nicely on my
salary and my allotment from the Trust for two decades now, despite the depredations of the
Dark Lord. And for the past eight years I’ve handled all the Hogwarts finances, which are not
minor. Money runs through Albus’ fingers like water, you know, and Minerva is not much
better. The school would be insolvent if I hadn’t taken a hand. In recent years, I’ve handled
the Order finances as well, and Agamemnon has not been dissatisfied with my accounts. I feel
quite confident that I can manage the Trust, with his help and that of the other experienced
advisors who would be available to me. I am not particularly gullible.”

“I should hope not, Severus. Whatever you’ve done, you’re still a Snape. I’m very pleased to
be able to admit you to the family once again, you know. And your notes on the potions
you’ve developed to combat the curse on the young Weasley are impressive... very impressive
indeed. I am... proud of you. You have become an admirable scholar of Potions, although I
find your approach a bit utilitarian—practical rather than imaginative. Of course, you’ve been
rather constrained by circumstances.”

“Indeed, sir. Praise from you is extremely gratifying, as you know. Thank you. And I am very
grateful to be allowed to visit you again, sir. I understand why you refused to see me, of
course, given my decision to take the Dark Mark, however coerced. I have wondered for many
years whether I ought not to have explained my role as a spy—but I didn’t want to endanger
either of us further.”

“I think you’ve been wise, Severus. I would not have betrayed you intentionally, but I am well
aware that the circles in which I move are divided and that my associates’ allegiances are not
always what they seem. Nonetheless, I regret that I have not had the opportunity to see more
of you, perhaps to have collaborated with you in researching Potions. I think our approaches
might have proved complementary. And it would have been gratifying to meet your young
students if the two you have brought to me today are representative.”

“They are both rather exceptional, in fact, sir. But what did you think of Potter?”

“He was very impressive, clearly a true son of his father’s side of the family, with very little of
the half-blood about him, despite his Muggle upbringing. A pity, of course; but the boy is
obviously brave and determined, and it sounds as though he’s a natural at Quidditch.” The old
man chuckled as his great-grandson ground his teeth. “And clearly magically talented. Very
encouraging. It is odd that the little Muggle-born isn’t madly in love with him. I’d imagine few
women could resist those green eyes.”

“His mother’s eyes, sir,” Snape said carefully. “And in fact it was young Ron Weasley that she
was attracted to, the one who was so badly injured in the recent battle. He was guarding her
as she cast her spell. It seemed to me that their romance was waning before he was cursed,
but she will probably be sentimental enough to revive it for a while. Luckily, they are too
young to be married for some time. In the long run, I doubt it will lead to anything. She,
Weasley, and Potter have been close friends since their first year, but she’s got interests and
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enthusiasms that Weasley would never understand, much less share. She’ll find, with time,
that she is more of a sister than a lover to both of them, I suspect.”

There was a brief silence, a further murmur from the Potions Master, and then the old man’s
voice rang out confidently. “No, Severus. She’ll do. She’ll do very well. She’s a very impressive
young woman, intelligent and imaginative. And brave. I must admit I had severe misgivings—
very severe misgivings. I don’t know when anyone has surprised me so much—and at my age,
it’s not an easy thing to do. I should never have believed a Muggle-born witch could have such
intelligence and spirit. Are you certain that her mother did not have... an interlude with a
wizard? I can think of several pure-blood families where those lovely brown eyes would be
quite at home. The Bones, perhaps, with her facial features. She actually looks rather like
Helena in her youth. Could she be a Bones?”

“No, sir. I asked Minerva about her birth at one point, and she assured me that the girl was
truly a Muggle-born—and accused me of bigotry for even asking. I had thought of the Bones
as well, but Minerva’s grandmother was a Bones, and she would certainly have bragged about
the connection if there were one. She brags constantly about the fact that Miss Granger is in
Gryffindor.”

“You’re certain? Well, I find it very difficult to believe, but I suppose Minerva is to be trusted in
such things. Funny to think of her as a professor. She was a terror for melting cauldrons, that
girl. It will be good to see her again as well. But as for young Hermione, I admit I’ve rather
taken to the girl, very much against my own expectations, as you know. And, as I say, the
way Harry’s turned out does seem to offer support for your plan. You’ve chosen better than
you know.”

“No, sir,” the younger man said smoothly. “I can assure you, I know exactly how well I’ve
chosen. I will, as you asked, consider other possible assistants for my task, but if Miss Granger
is willing to assist me, I honestly think she would be the best in the long run.”

“No, you were quite right. No one else would do as well, I think. And the Muggle-born will
assist you. Albus will insist upon it, if I arrange things properly. He’ll just have to talk her into
it.”

“He’ll be furious, though.” Professor Snape sounded very worried. “And while I know that his
anger doesn’t bother you, it will make life very difficult for me and quite probably for Miss
Granger as well. I’ll do it gladly, of course, no matter what he says; but only if she is willing.”

“She’ll be willing. Don’t underestimate yourself, young man,” Mr. Snape answered grimly.
“She’s a very young woman, after all—a child really. And she trusts you. As long as you don’t
stupidly frighten her with the whole picture before she’s fully committed herself, she’ll agree to
it. Yes, tell her anything you like until she agrees. She’ll find out the bad bargain she’s made
soon enough. But she’ll cope—they always do, and she seems more flexible and creative than
many. By the time she realizes what she’s let herself in for, she’ll be well and truly stuck with
it. And she’ll deal with the consequences. After all, she won’t have much of a choice at that
point, will she?” The old man laughed rather coldly.

“No, sir. I cannot and will not deceive her. I’ve been lied to and trapped by my trust in others
far too disastrously to allow myself to play the same trick on anyone else. Miss Granger is still
a student, not fully trained; she needs time to grow up. To put pressure on her before she’s
ready could be disastrous. She’ll be put off by the fact that I’m still her teacher; she’ll want to
be an equal partner, not so dependent. It would be much easier after her graduation, sir,
when I can explain everything. If this is going to work, we’re going to have to trust each
other. I’ll need her to trust me.”

The old man snorted. “She already trusts you. She turns to you whenever she’s in doubt,
listens carefully, and does exactly what you say. I saw that in five minutes. Then, when I
looked into her mind, well, it’s not seemly to say too much, but you hold her in the palm of
your hand. Just don’t tell her things that will frighten her, and she’ll do anything you ask her
to.”

“And that’s precisely why I can’t lie to her. I can’t betray her.” Professor Snape’s voice
developed a rather strangled character. “I do beg your pardon, sir, but you don’t know the life
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I’ve led these past eighteen years. No one trusts me like that, not even Albus. I simply can’t
bring myself to violate her trust. Not for anything. Her faith in me is simply too rare, too...
precious to me.”

There was a very long pause. Finally, the old man spoke. “You need to get some sleep,
Severus. You sound like a damned Hufflepuff. I thought Slytherins were supposed to be
objective, strategic.”

“I am being objective and strategic, damn it!” There was a brief pause. “All right, damn it, sir.
Our time frames are simply different. You are going to be dead, sir, if you’ll excuse my saying
so, and if I survive this war, I will be alive. I cannot live the rest of my life reproaching myself
for ruining hers. You must give me time. Six or eight months would be enough.”

“No. Part of the reason I cannot give you more time is that you may not survive the war. She
can hardly do what needs to be done without your help, and she won’t have that if you’re
dead. And you aren’t showing much faith in her, Severus. Damn it, this is a young woman who
took a spell that witches used in my time to make hideous little net veils for their hats, and
she used it to bring about the armed capture of twenty-eight Death Eaters! You underestimate
her, my boy. She’s got imagination, and she’s got character. She’ll cope.”

“She would cope, undoubtedly; but she will resent it forever if I betray her faith, Great-
grandfather. This is not a short-term project, you know; to succeed, it will require dedication
and long term effort. She’s a generous young woman. She will probably give her assistance
willingly to someone who treats her fairly and asks her honestly for her help; but she will
stubbornly refuse it to anyone who betrays her. I’ve taught the young woman for six and a
half years, sir. I know her. No, I won’t trick her into it, and that’s final. Not for you, not for
Albus. Not for the Order. I can’t. I shall tell her what she’s getting herself into, and if she
doesn’t agree to your entire proposition with her eyes open, that’s the end of it, we’ll find
someone else. I will fill my end of our bargain, sir, but not at the expense of what remains of
my soul. And now I must go choose our wine and dress for dinner. I remember how you’ve
always loathed it when I was late.”

Hermione closed her door as the Potions Master closed his. Well, that made things even more
mysterious, she mused, returning to her room. This, then, was the bargain he had agreed to.
Clearly Mr. Snape and the Headmaster were imposing yet another irksome task on Professor
Snape. It had something to do with her, clearly and also with the war against Voldemort.
Albus Dumbledore had suggested it and would insist on it; he would hardly be so insistent
about anything else. Professor Snape had already agreed to the plan reluctantly, but he would
require assistance, and at least Mr. Snape and her Professor apparently agreed that she
should assist him, although they both thought Dumbledore would not like their choice, and
would make difficulties. The pressure was going to be tremendous. What aspect of the war
would be important to both Dumbledore and Mr. Snape and yet require the assistance of a
young Muggle-born witch? And why would the Headmaster be angry?

She seated herself on the sofa in front of her fireplace. The Potions Master seemed to fear that
the task could ruin her life. What would do that? Well, physical injury or death, but they all
risked that; he would never try to hide a physical danger from her, she was sure. Something
that would prevent her from further study, or pursing a career? That would be more likely.
Something that would threaten her friendships? Or her parents? Perhaps her ties to the
magical world? Her magical abilities altogether? Mr. Snape might not recognize what a loss
that might be to a Muggle-born. But there was that callous thing he’d said: “she’ll learn to
cope—they always do.” That implied others had been betrayed and dealt with the
consequences before her; had other Muggle-borns been deprived of their magic? Much of her
task would come after the betrayal, and her Professor felt the task would be easier if she were
given more time, more training, perhaps? But training would be valueless if her sacrifice was
to be of her magical power. And, earlier, her Professor had implied that she might not see it as
a horrible sacrifice at all. Surely he knew how she valued her magic. But none of this helped
her understand what the task might be.

She sighed. She would have to be very careful and suspicious about requests for her help. She
was flattered by the high value her Professor obviously set upon her trust, and she hoped he
had enough faith in her to hold to his determination to be honest. Because if she was honest
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with herself, she knew that Mr. Snape was correct: she’d almost certainly do whatever her
professor asked her, whatever the risk and whatever the sacrifice—and she’d do it blindly if he
told her that it was necessary. But if he betrayed her, she would never forgive him. Her
Professor was right about that part.

She thought with amusement about their speculation that she might not really be a Muggle-
born. Interesting that they thought she might be a Bones. Did she look at all like Susan
Bones? Hermione didn’t think so. But the thought of her mother being unfaithful was
laughable—and Professor McGonagall had apparently confirmed that...

A loud pop startled her and a scowling house-elf appeared in front of her on the hearth.

“Miss Hermione? I am Rose,” she said stiffly. “The master has asked me to help with your
dressing for dinner.”

“Thank you, Rose; but I’m already dressed, as you can see.”

The elf looked at her critically for a moment and then gestured imperiously for Hermione to
rise and show her. “Your dress is acceptable, Miss,” she said, her eyes narrowed and her arms
crossed judiciously as Hermione turned in front of her, “but your hair is perhaps a little...
bushy? I shall fix it for you.”

All right, Hermione thought, nodding her acquiescence. Let’s see what she can do with a mop
that has defeated all known hair products of the magical and Muggle worlds, and even
Lavender and Parvati’s combined efforts. In response to another commanding gesture from
the elf, she seated herself obediently at the dressing table and watched in amazement as Rose
quickly charmed her hair into smooth, wavy cascades. Even with hours and hours of work with
Sleek-easy, it had never looked so... so not bushy! She would have liked to leave it down over
her shoulders, but the house-elf quickly braided it into two long thick braids, weaving in the
dark red satin ribbon to bind them in a coronet around her head and pulling out a few wispy,
short curls at her temples and the nape of her neck. Then, commanding Hermione to remain
seated, she disappeared, returning an instant later with a basket of dark red rose buds, deeply
scented and just beginning to open.

“Symbolic,” Rose murmured to herself. “Ever so slightly... suggestive.”

Hermione raised an eyebrow inquiringly, and for the first time the elf smiled at her. Smirked,
really.

Rose wove several of the buds into Hermione’s hair and charmed a few more to the waist and
neckline of her bodice. Hermione stood to examine the overall effect in the cheval glass, and
Rose frowned. She pointed at the bodice; suddenly it was much tighter and its neckline was
significantly lower. Hermione was rather startled at the sensation of a breeze across the top of
her breasts, which now billowed over the top of her black satin bodice. She turned to the
smugly smiling elf in some consternation.

“Isn’t this a little... revealing for a small private dinner, Rose? It’s beautiful, but I would not
want to appear... overdressed.”

“Not at all, Miss Hermione. We dine very formally at Houndsnape Hall.”

“Really? You don’t think this neckline might be a little... immodest for a schoolgirl like me? I
will be dining with my Professor and my Headmaster, remember. I would not want them to
think I am trying to attract... to attract their interest as men.”

The elf regarded her thoughtfully, and then her face relaxed a little. “You are not at all what I
expected, Miss,” she said in a thoughtful voice.

Hermione laughed at the apparent non-sequiter. “I think that’s a compliment, Rose. Thank
you. But please explain to me why you think I should be dressed like this.”

Rose put her hands on her hips. “It is on Mr. Snape’s orders, Miss. It is a very wise strategy.
You will be the only woman among six gentlemen at dinner this evening. Some of the
gentlemen do not like one another very well. You must be beautiful enough to distract them
from their dislike. They will all become very entertaining and witty, trying to make the other
gentlemen think they are not noticing your breasts. Trying to make you smile at them. It will
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be a very pleasant dinner.” She giggled and Hermione joined her. “The master instructed me
to make you intoxicating and irresistible.”

“I should hate to have them think me a loose woman, though, Rose.”

Rose looked at her judiciously and then raised the neckline of her robes a few millimeters. “Mr.
Snape does not entertain loose women, Miss Hermione. He will defend you.” She thought for a
moment more. “If you explain that you are dressed so on his orders, they cannot object. He is
your host. It is your duty as a guest to please him. And then they can enjoy your beauty with
clear consciences.”

Hermione gave the elf a small curtsey. “Very well, then, Rose. Thank you for your help. I love
what you’ve done to my hair. And if I fall out of this gown, I shall tell everyone that it is your
fault.”

“You will not fall out, Miss; I have charmed it to make sure.” The elf smirked. “And you are
very welcome,” she replied, giggling and then curtseying to Hermione, holding the corner of
the dark green tea towel she wore to the side as gracefully as if it were a full skirt.

Rose disappeared with a pop as a knock sounded at the door, and Hermione moved away from
the glass to open it to Professor Snape and Harry.

“WOW!” The exclamation was voiced only by Harry, but Hermione could see the word in
Professor Snape’s eyes as well. She was amused as both pairs of eyes moved simultaneously
to her bodice, widened, jerked back up to her face, looked down again with artificial
casualness, and then turned to glance surreptitiously at the face of the other man.

“Am I properly dressed?” she asked innocently. “Rose insisted this was appropriate, but I feel
rather like a... a bride. Should I change, Professor?”

“Not at all,” Professor Snape replied smoothly. “It never does to argue with the house-elves.
Rose, eh?” He snorted. “Well, she’s right. You are a guest, and it is your first night here. You
ought to be dressed formally. Now, let’s go, or we’ll be late, and that would be improper.”

He led them quickly down the corridors towards the stairs, and Hermione saw that the house-
elves had clearly visited him and Harry as well. The Professor was wearing heavy dress robes
of very dark, rich chocolate brocade, embroidered with black and gold silk. His hair looked
clean and soft and was tied back to reveal a smoothly shaved jaw. His teeth also looked whiter
and straighter than they did at Hogwarts. Harry was wearing his usual bottle green dress
robes, but their high collar and front panels were embroidered with a subtle geometric design
in gold thread. And, amazingly, his untidy hair actually lay neatly flat on his head. Hermione
looked up at it questioningly and Harry smiled at her. “Magic!” he whispered conspiratorially.

She noticed as they passed through the corridors that many of the sneering portraits were
now looking at her curiously. The two or three that were still obviously sneering were stared
down by her Professor and averted their eyes after a few seconds of his burning glare.

As they walked, Harry chattered about his exploration of the house and the inner gardens,
carefully looking only at her face. Hermione could not help but notice that her Professor gave
her an appreciative glance that was considerably more thorough when he thought she wasn’t
looking.

“A bride indeed,” he muttered softly under his breath. “Like a lamb to the slaughter.” She met
his eye and smiled reassuringly. She wanted him to trust her enough to tell her all the
consequences of the task they all had in mind for her. She did not want to end up as a
slaughtered lamb.

As they descended the stairs, she and Harry both began to be a little nervous. Hermione
turned to her Professor. “Will I be asked to withdraw, so that the men can discuss politics and
Quidditch over the port?”

“I doubt it,” he replied. “He’ll want to keep you with us, I think. Just be a lady.” He turned to
include Harry. “Don’t worry. You will both do very well—just restrain yourselves and try to be
deferential. He has accepted you both. Our visit is progressing far more smoothly than I had
expected. I hope that the most difficult part is over.”
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They walked through the huge formal dining hall beneath the library, its great fireplace and
the long table shrouded in white cloths. Only a few torches lit the way. The smaller dining
room beyond it was actually quite large, situated as it was under the apse of the library.
Beyond the diamond-paned windows, the snow glistened in the light of a moon that was just
past the full, and through a gap in the trees, the distant lights of Snape Parva and its church
twinkled cheerfully. A huge, golden chandelier with innumerable crystals hanging from many
branches glittered above a round table set with silver, gold, porcelain and crystal. Hermione
began to feel that her dress was, in fact, suited to the occasion. Professor Dumbledore was
there, as well as Mr. Prewett and Mr. Parkinson, a Healer. Mr. Snape asked Hermione to sit at
his right, with Professor Snape on her other side. Harry was seated at his left, next to the
Headmaster.

Rose was right. The men were indeed very witty and entertaining, and they did glance at her
bodice furtively from time to time. Even the Headmaster flushed slightly at one point when
she caught him looking. Conversation was general, the food was delicious, and the wonderfully
potent elf-made wine flowed freely. Professor Snape was particularly amusing with his stories
of near-lethal magical mishaps in his junior Potions classes. Harry talked Quidditch
comfortably, and his account of the first task in the Triwizard Tournament, where he had used
his Firebolt to get past a dragon, elicited much admiration from the other men. Hermione was
quiet, not starting any subjects herself, but chuckling appreciatively and commenting when
she thought she could add something amusing. Her rare comments were very well received.

Septimius Snape was even quieter, but clearly enjoyed listening to the conversation. After the
dessert course, he put his hand over Hermione’s and held it gently as the port circulated and
the talk turned to politics and scathing stories about the Ministry of Magic. Hermione listened
politely to these new topics, about which Professor Snape was equally witty and even more
caustic. Her great-aunt had stressed that an interest in politics was unladylike; the old lady’s
strictures had served Hermione well in the pure-blood world, so she refrained from adding her
opinion. It was a pity, as she loathed the former minister, Cornelius Fudge, and didn’t have a
much better opinion of the present one, Rufus Scrimgeour, and longed to contribute her own
views about their stupider ideas, but she controlled herself admirably. She was pleased she
had done so when Mr. Snape turned and whispered to her, “Thank you, my dear, for enduring
our boring political talk.” The hand on hers was clearly a request not to go off and have coffee
by herself. She shook her head gently and smiled at him.

She was glad she hadn’t had any port when she rose to go, though the glass of wine she’d
drunk made her appreciate the firmly supportive arm that Professor Snape offered her. Harry
seemed to be swaying slightly as well. They stood aside as about twenty house-elves bundled
Mr. Snape into a sedan chair and raised him on their shoulders for the journey back to his
room. The three said good night to the other guests, who had rooms on the ground floor and
ascended the stairs. At Harry’s door, Hermione hugged Harry goodnight and then walked with
her Professor down the corridor to her own. He opened it for her, but before she could step
into her room, his hand reached behind her and pulled her against him. Rather to her surprise,
she found her head resting, as it had that morning, against Professor Snape’s shoulder. She
found the position surprisingly pleasant and wrapped her arms comfortably around his waist.
They stood together long enough for her to begin wondering what exactly this meant and
whether she should object to his familiarity. She didn’t, however.

Finally he released her, and she quickly let her own arms fall to her sides. He looked at her
searchingly. “I shan’t apologize, Miss Granger,” he said at last, almost angrily. “You are quite
irresistible this evening, and you are very well aware of the fact.”

She smiled into his eyes and said playfully, “I’d always thought you were an immovable
object, Professor. But I’m glad you’re not. That was very nice.” She wasn’t at all sure what it
meant, she thought, but it was nice.

He reached into his pocket. “Here’s the headache potion you asked for. It will help clear the
wine from your head as well.” As she took it from him, his other hand darted in quickly and
loosened one of the rosebuds from her bodice, his fingers just grazing the top of her breasts.
“Sleep well, Miss Granger,” he said, softly, but in a surprisingly neutral tone, looking deeply
into her surprised eyes.
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“Goodnight, Professor Snape.” She stepped back into her room and closed the door gently.
Then she took a deep breath and returned to the everyday world. She changed into her
nightgown and charmed her dress to make the transfiguration permanent. It had clearly been
a success. She drank the headache potion, brushed out her hair, cleaned her teeth, and stood
at the window looking at the moonlit garden for a moment. It was really too warm for the
flannel nightgown she’d brought, she decided, so she changed into an old Muggle T-shirt,
climbed onto the high bed, and flopped back exhaustedly onto the soft pillows.

There was a bright flash of light, and suddenly Hermione found herself spread out on the bed,
her wrists and ankles magically tied to the bedposts by... bunches of lilacs? No, this was too
much. They looked and felt like ordinary lilacs, but they were very strong, and a few seconds
of struggle made it clear that she would not be able to free herself. She’d laid her wand on the
night table and couldn’t reach it. Well, this was going to be embarrassing, she thought, but
better Professor Snape than the house-elves. And better now than after he’d fallen asleep.
Summoning her Gryffindor courage, Hermione turned the stone on her ring to the inside of her
hand with her other fingers.

She could hear his swift footsteps approaching down the corridor almost immediately. Snape
threw open the door and shut it quickly behind him. He looked at the bed, stunned for a
moment, studying her splayed bare legs and arms, shining in the moonlight. His eyes turned
wide and appreciative as they lingered on her torso, barely covered by the thin white cotton.
She flushed from her toes to her fingertips under his curious examination; then she pulled
herself together.

“Professor... Please...” she said softly, exasperatedly. The windows were open and she knew
Mr. Snape’s room was nearby.

His eyes went immediately to hers, questioningly, which somehow made her feel even more
exposed. He took a deep breath as a hot blush rose in his face, and he stepped quickly around
to the side of the bed. He flicked another appreciative look over her body from this new
perspective and then looked into her eyes again and said very softly, with an odd threatening
overtone, “Please what, Hermione? What is it that you are asking me to do?”

That voice. Lavender and Parvati had always gone on about how dead sexy his voice was.
Hermione now she found she quite agreed. There was something about the way he said her
name... her first name, she realized. His voice was amazingly flexible and expressive anyway,
but somehow her present helplessness made it particularly unnerving, and she shivered in
spite of herself. Nonetheless, this was not really a position she wanted to remain in.

“Could you to free me from these flowers, sir? Please?”

Snape shook his head, as if shaking off his misconception. She watched as awareness arrived
in stages, his embarrassment increasing with each stage. First, he became aware that she was
tied down, which seemed to puzzle him. Then, with some alarm, he realized that her bonds
were bunches of lilacs, nicely in keeping with the room’s decor. A moment later, he blushed
furiously as it registered that he was looking abstractedly at a barely dressed seventh-year
female student tied to his mother’s bed by flowers. His embarrassment intensified when it
struck him that he had overlooked this jinx in clearing her room of charms. He turned his face
away, mortified.

“Um... Professor? Could you please just counter the jinx? Or hand me my wand so that I can
do it?” Her patience was wearing quite thin, and there was an edge of irritation quite audible
in her soft voice.

“I beg your pardon, Miss Granger.” The bonds disappeared instantly with a wave and a
muttered charm. Hermione was completely under the bedclothes almost as quickly.

“Thank you.” She looked up at him gratefully. He stood looking down at her, still in his dress
robes, grasping his wand in one hand and, to her surprise, the rose from her bodice in the
other. He seemed to be shaking. “Please sit down, sir,” she said soothingly. “You’ve had a
shock. You thought I was trying to seduce you.”
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“I didn’t... I don’t know quite what I did think,” he said unsteadily, seating himself at the foot
of her bed. “I’m sorry. I suppose I did, just for a moment,” he said uncertainly. “It didn’t really
seem very likely, I assure you.”

“That’s all right, sir. It was a reasonable assumption given the way I was dressed this
evening.” She winced. “Mr. Snape told Rose to make me ‘intoxicating,’ so that the guests
would be distracted from their animosities by the effort it took not to stare at my bodice.”

Snape snorted. “That sounds like him.”

“Well, to give him credit, it seems to have worked. It was an entertaining evening.” She
smiled at him reassuringly. “You were quite witty.”

He snorted again. “Perhaps. I did notice your... er... bodice.”

“So, when I’d flaunted myself all evening, what else were you to think when I called you and
you arrived to find me scantily dressed and tied to my bed? I must say,” she giggled, “I
thought the lilac décor bordered on excessive before, but carrying it over into a bondage motif
is truly over the top.”

He shook his head. “I am very sorry indeed to have missed this jinx,” he said at last. “You are
being admirably patient about all this, Miss Granger. And I shall talk to my great-grandfather
and ensure that he gives no more such instructions to the elves. I hadn’t realized that being
female would be as troublesome to you as being Muggle-born.”

“That’s all right, sir. You, of all people, should understand that acting a role and watching
people react to it has its compensations. I don’t often get to be that kind of girl. I enjoyed it.”
She looked pointedly at the rosebud in his left hand and smiled. “So did you.”

“Don’t flirt, Miss Granger,” he said coolly. “It’s highly inappropriate. Now turn your ring back
and get to sleep, you silly girl.” His tone was more affectionate than his words, however, as he
rose and moved to the door.

“Good night, sir.” She paused and then added daringly, “Tell me, sir, shall I be dressed in
roses or lilacs in your dreams?”

He turned to look back at her and raised the rosebud to his nose. “I shall let you know, Miss
Granger.”

~o0o~
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Chapter 6 – The Scariest Professor
~o0o~

Summary: Hermione becomes better acquainted with Mr. Snape.

~*~

Hermione was awakened early by sunshine and birdsong. Looking around her at the carved
and painted garlands, she decided that she still loved her room, despite her unpleasant
experience with the lilacs the previous evening. Once she was free, she had actually enjoyed
her Professor’s discomfiture a little, she thought shamefacedly. He had never apologized so
frequently to a Muggle-born witch in his life, she suspected, as he had been forced to on the
previous day. It had been odd hearing him speak so humbly before his great-grandfather as
well. It struck her suddenly that Dumbledore had really created a tremendously difficult
situation for the proud Potions Master, insisting that he reconcile himself with the head of his
family under the eyes of two of his least favorite students! Considering his awkward situation,
it was really amazing how pleasant he was being to them. He had even agreed to practice
some Quidditch with Harry in the protected field behind the Hall before lunch.

Hermione was breakfasting with Mr. Snape. The previous evening, she had discovered that he
never read Muggle literature, and she had extolled the delights of her favorite Jane Austen
novel. He had asked her to read to him, so they could discuss it together, and invited her to
come to him as early as she liked. She found herself knocking at the old man’s door at seven
o'clock that morning, clutching her copy of Persuasion. She waited a moment as he finished
signing the invitations that Mr. Prewett had brought. The round little man glared at her
malevolently as he left. After greeting his guest, Mr. Snape called Timothy and he soon
reappeared with a delicious breakfast which he laid out on a large tray that fit over Mr.
Snape’s lap.

While waiting for their breakfast, Hermione looked around the room and noted that the two
portraits had returned. The distinguished-looking man with the hooked Snape nose was
dressed quite like her Potions Master, although he wore a very high white neck-cloth that
reached to his ears. The woman was quite pretty and wore low-cut robes with a high waist,
and shawls draped in a Grecian style. And while they glared angrily at her from time to time,
neither did so when Mr. Snape was looking. Clearly his acceptance and polite behavior to her
made it impossible for them to make the nasty comments that she saw in their eyes. She
decided that this was as much as she could expect, so she seated herself and began reading
Mr. Snape the story. Rather to her amusement, the man soon joined the woman in her frame
to listen to her read.

Three hours later, all four of them were enjoying themselves immensely. Mr. Snape was
pleased by the soft clarity of her voice, and he enjoyed tremendously both the romance of the
story and Miss Austen’s clever, sardonic view of her own society. Hermione, in turn, was very
pleased to have created a fellow enthusiast. The portraits, too, were amused. They were Mr.
Snape’s grandparents, Tertius and Louisa Snape, Hermione had learned, and they had lived in
the time of Miss Austen herself. Since they had experienced the way of life her novel
described, or its magical equivalent, they were able to explain to her some of the attitudes
and customs that had always puzzled her in the book. They seemed quite pleased to do so.
But since the wizard aristocracy did not take titles and honors, she had to explain to them and
to Mr. Snape the difference between a Baron and a Baronet and why William Elliot would
become Sir William, but Elizabeth Elliot would, if she married him, become Lady Elliot and not
Lady Elizabeth. (Not that there was really any rational reason for it, she had to admit.) The
portraits both expressed amazement at the similarity of Miss Austen’s world to that of their
youth and surprise that Muggles seemed to live in such a civilized and elegant manner. Their
discussion about the differences between the upper class Muggle society described by Austen
and pure-blood wizarding society of the same era had been very engaging.

At ten o’clock, however, the book was set aside. A group of house-elves arrived to bundle Mr.
Snape into a sedan chair and wrap him tightly in thick wool blankets so that he could observe
the Quidditch practice. Tertius and Louisa Snape thanked Hermione eloquently for the
entertainment and looked forward to its continuation. Hermione curtseyed to them and to Mr.
Snape and then ran to fetch her cloak. She followed the sedan chair to a large terrace that
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overlooked the gardens behind the Hall. There, Harry and Professor Snape were already on
their brooms, flying between the tall goal loops as they tossed a Quaffle back and forth. After
a few moments, they noticed that they had an audience and began to show off. Hermione was
surprised to see that the Potions Master could loop and spiral and dive as well as Harry
himself. If anything, he made a more impressive figure with his long black robes billowing
behind him. She looked at Mr. Snape to share her pleasure and saw that he was frowning. At
her look of inquiry, he looked down at his chest and arms, which were tightly swathed, and
muttered, “Damned blankets—too heavy. Make it hard—to breathe.”

“May I try something, sir? A kind of Muggle wrap.” At his nod, she removed all but a few of
the heavy blankets and transfigured two of them into lightweight quilts filled with goose-down,
and she tucked them loosely around him. A third blanket became a quilted down parka, with a
quilted hood that she raised to cover his head. The final two she transfigured into down
mittens. Mr. Snape was very pleased with the changes, and after a few moments he tapped
his wand to make her transfigurations permanent.

“Thank you, Hermione. That is much more comfortable. You are very kind to an old man. And
I’m grateful that you’ve stayed here to watch with me. I’m sure you’d rather be out there
flying with the boys.”

She laughed softly and shook her head. “It’s no sacrifice at all, sir. I’m terrible on a broom.
I’ve barely flown at all since my first year at Hogwarts, and even then I only squeaked through
the competency exam. I really don’t like flying—I leave all that to Harry and Ron.”

He looked at her in surprise. “That can and shall be remedied. I should hate for you to miss
one of the great pleasures of being a witch. Perhaps Severus can help you.” He watched the
two men silently for a moment. “It’s so nice for Severus to have someone to play with,” he
said meditatively.

Hermione giggled. “You make them sound like seven-year-olds, sir, rather than seventeen and
thirty-seven.”

The old man smiled. “Yes, well, I suppose I do think of them both as seven-year-olds; there’s
not much difference from my perspective, you know. Why is that amusing?”

“It’s just funny to hear someone talk about Professor Snape like that, sir. He has always been
so very... formidable. Don’t you know that your great-grandson is famous for being the
meanest, scariest professor in Hogwarts history?”

“Is he really?” Mr. Snape replied blandly, a complete lack of faith evident in his tone. “No, you
must permit me to doubt that. I will have to look into that claim. I wouldn’t want to yield my
title unless I’m sure he is worthy of it.”

“You, sir? You don’t seem very mean and scary this morning, sir.” She remembered, however,
how terrifying he’d been the afternoon before and felt all her luck in his acceptance of her.

“Well, he isn’t terribly scary at the moment either, is he?” Mr. Snape smirked, nodding
towards the field, where Professor Snape had just bounced the Quaffle off one hoop, caught it
on the rebound, did a back-flip to avoid Harry’s attempt to reclaim it, and then sent it soaring
through the hoop on the opposite end. He let out a surprisingly joyous whoop of victory as Mr.
Snape applauded. He bowed to him and to Hermione from his broom, then resumed his game.
Hermione’s eyes followed him admiringly.

“Miss Granger!” Hermione looked back at the old man, startled, and was suddenly pinned by
his smoldering eyes. The venom in his soft, silky voice took her breath away. “If you can’t
keep your lustful eyes and prurient thoughts off the opposite sex whilst I am talking to you,
Miss Granger, I think perhaps you need to learn what it feels like to be the object of such
hormonal attentions. Yes, let’s see how you like being observed as you were observing young
Severus. Front of the class, Miss Granger! Robes off! That’s right—strip! Right down to your
skivvies. Carefully, now! You needn’t rip off the buttons in your eagerness to show us all your
womanly charms—we’ll have plenty of time to appreciate them later. Yes. That’s good. No, no;
stand up straight, arms at your sides. Let us all have a good lo-o-ong look at you, girl.”
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Although Hermione was sitting comfortably, fully clothed, his eyes and his voice made her feel
as if she was standing before him and her entire class in her knickers. She flushed deeply.
Scary indeed!

“Now, young lady,” he sneered, “you will demonstrate to the class exactly how to peel those
three large Pulpyfigs on my desk. No, you may not go back to your desk for your knife; I’m
afraid you’ll have to use the sharp little teeth with which a kindly Providence has equipped
you. Now, class, watch her very carefully, particularly her mouth; observe the use of the teeth
and the tongue. You may begin, Miss Granger. No, don’t look at the desk; look out at the
class. Make sure they understand the finer points of your... technique. Meet their eyes. That’s
it. Just bite the skin gently and strip it away. Slowly, ve-e-ry slo-o-owly and carefully does the
job. Oh, yes, they do seem to be a bit overripe—well, that’s the nature of Pulpyfigs. Just lick
up any juice, Miss Granger. We wouldn’t want your hands or your... oops! arms... to get all...
sticky, now, would we? That’s right, nice lo-o-ong strokes with your hot little tongue, Miss
Granger.”

Hermione gasped and shivered uncomfortably.

“My, my, Miss Granger,” he continued shaking his head with a sneer that brought on another
shiver. “How nicely flushed and flustered you are becoming! Yes, yes, lick that drop off as
well. You’ve got a secret little exhibitionist streak, haven’t you? You’re enjoying the attentions
of all these young men, I can tell. Don’t try to pretend you don’t enjoy it, Miss Granger; I can
hear your little heart thumping from here! And now that your classmates know what you like,
I’m sure you’ll find many, many opportunities to repeat this experience.”

Hermione breathed as though she had been running, and Mr. Snape suddenly became the
kindly old man again and smiled at her. “Can Severus top that?”

“Merlin!” Hermione gasped. “You didn’t actually do that in a class, did you, sir?”

He laughed. “Of course I ‘did that,’ Hermione,” he said impatiently. “Once or twice a year, I
suppose. Mostly to young men, of course, since they’re more likely to be distracted by the
opposite sex. And you must remember that undergarments were rather more extensive in my
day than they are now. But on occasion I disciplined women in the same way. Slytherins
mostly. It was a highly effective technique. Stopped those boiling adolescent hormones right
in their tracks.”

“I rather doubt that, sir,” Hermione said wryly.

“Perhaps not.” He snorted reminiscently. “The girls who peeled my Pulpyfigs did tend to show
up in my office with nothing on under their robes graduation night. Some of the young men,
too. But does my great-grandson come up to that standard?”

Hermione shook her head, recovering from his verbal assault as unobtrusively as she could.
“I’d call it a draw, sir. He can be very cruel and unfair, as you saw in my memories yesterday
afternoon, and most of the students are quite terrified of him. But he’d never do anything so...
sexually suggestive. I’m sure of that. For one thing he’d lose his job; for another, well, there is
a trust placed in teachers and I think Professor Snape is too principled a man to violate that
kind of trust.”

“What nonsense!” the old man scoffed. “Takes all the fun out of being a professor, I should
think. I wonder why Severus puts up with it.”

She smiled. “Hogwarts: A History mentions that lots of women students used to marry their
professors, but that would be frowned on today as an abuse of the professor’s authority. Autre
temps, autre mores, sir. We may seem more prudish than earlier ages, but it’s really just
practicality. We women have more of a future than we used to; we need our complete magical
training. And even if we’re legally adults, as most seventh-years are, we’re encouraged to wait
until graduation to make that sort of decision, free of any sort of pressure or inequality of
power.”

He shook his head, clearly puzzled. “But women like being dominated by powerful men. You
enjoyed my teasing just now—you got all flushed and flustered, and I was glad to see it. Nice
to know what a passionate little thing you are, even if I’m too old and sick to do anything
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about it. My theory has always been, the stronger and more intelligent the witch, the more
she likes being tied to a bed and spanked. I should think you’d enjoy that rather a lot.”

Hermione flushed again, but looked at him frostily. “I assume I have you to thank, then, for
my encounter with those kinky little magic lilacs last night?”

The old man chuckled. “Excellent! I was hoping Severus would miss that jinx! It wasn’t aimed
at Muggle-borns, you see; that trap will spring for any woman. Did you enjoy the sensation? I
hope it was one of the younger house-elves that freed you. The older ones are so difficult to
shock these days.”

“Actually, it was Professor Snape who freed me, and it frightened him silly. He gave me this
ring to call him in case I was caught by a jinx he missed, and he thought I’d used it in an
attempt to seduce him. The poor man was terrified.”

“Terrified? I’d have thought he’d be thrilled.”

Hermione shook her head and smiled at the old man gently. “Terrified,” she said firmly. “He
turned quite pale with the effort of deciding how forcibly to turn me down. It’s a fine line, you
see. Witches react very badly to rejection of their sexual overtures; it can be quite dangerous
to thwart them. And yet, if he hadn’t been sufficiently clear and ruthless with me, I might
have pursued him further and then been even more vindictive when he rejected me more
firmly.”

“But why should he want to reject you at all?”

“A student? I can’t imagine that Professor Snape would want a young woman who offered
herself to him when she knew him primarily as a professor. He’d assume she was after better
grades or special consideration of some kind. Or that she was deluded by admiration for his
authority to think herself in love. As you said, some women like being dominated by powerful
men. No, a student like me couldn’t know him well enough to have a real relationship with
him—it would have to be imaginary and exploitative, and it could easily get him in a lot of
trouble. I mean, I know him better than many students because of my work with the Order,
but my view of him is still quite two dimensional. I know very little about his life and who he is
with his friends and equals. And he knows that. No, he went through some very bad moments
before I could make him understand the situation, I assure you. You owe him an apology.”

“I must apologize to him? Not to you? Why not?”

“I was fine, once he released me. I just attributed the whole experience to pure-blood
arrogance.” She smiled again, hoping to take the sting out of her words. “Now I see I must
attribute it to male arrogance instead, but it doesn’t really matter. I can only pity the
wastefulness of both those views. I wouldn’t accept an apology; it would imply I was hurt or
embarrassed, and I wasn’t. It’s like Draco Malfoy calling me ‘Mudblood’ every opportunity he
gets. It’s the way he was raised, so I don’t blame him; I can only pity his narrow view of the
world.”

The old man winced. “You are very decided in your opinions, young lady.”

“I have unfortunately had plenty of occasions to form them, Mr. Snape.” She added more
hesitantly. “I hope I am not being rude. You did ask me to explain.”

“I did indeed.” He paused for a moment, and then to her astonishment he looked at her quite
affectionately. “You know, Hermione, I find you very surprising. I find I am coming to admire
you very much. I think I should like us to be friends. Would you call me Septimius? Uncle
Septimius, if that would be easier for you, but I think I’d prefer just Septimius.”

“Septimius. All right. I’ll try, sir. It may take some practice.”

“It’s nice to hear a woman’s voice say my name again. I think my solicitor is the only other
person who uses it these days. And Albus, of course.”

“Well, then, most people would say I was in excellent company, wouldn’t they?” She spoke
lightly, but there was an edge to her voice.
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“You wouldn’t? Well, well. And here I thought everyone adored old Twinkle-Eyes. Yet another
rare taste we have in common, Hermione. I appreciate Albus’s work against Riddle and his
direction of the Order, of course... and you should, too. Yes, we have a civil enough working
relationship these days, but we’ve never been friends, really. I’ve always found him too cold
and manipulative. We were at school together, you see, and in rival houses, so we were
always getting at one another. Those school-age grudges tend to be rather long-lasting.”

Both of them looked out at the two men still swooping around the Quidditch pitch, trying to
make goals. Hermione looked back at the old man. “One of those Gryffindor-Slytherin things?”

“Exactly, my dear.” They watched the men in silence for a few minutes more.

Mr. Snape sighed. “I do wish there had been brothers and sisters for Severus to play with as a
child,” he said meditatively. “They used to put it in the marriage contract, you know: no more
children after the boy was born. Helena and I were too absorbed in each other, I fear, to
include our son, Julius, in our lives as we should have. I insisted that she leave most of her
maternal duties to the house-elves—that was the rule in those days—and as a result, Julius
never really shared the bond between us. He and his wife had two daughters, but they were
grown and married before Augustus was born. And neither of my granddaughters had children
of their own. So Julius, Augustus, and Severus all grew up alone, without siblings or cousins.
It made all three of them easy prey for charismatic leaders and their ridiculous cults—
Grindelwald in my son’s case, Riddle with the other two. I think, now, that each of them just
wanted to belong to a family. Grindelwald killed my son for failing to murder me, and Riddle
killed my grandson for the same reason; and Severus... well, I’ve not wanted to give him an
opportunity that he might have been punished for missing. So I haven’t seen the boy since his
father convinced him to take that hideous Mark, soon after his seventeenth birthday. Not
much of a family, I’m sure you think.”

“Why only one son per generation, sir—Septimius? Why not have more children?”

He sighed. “It kept the property together. The same thing is done in many pure-blood
families. According to tradition, the eldest son gets all the real estate, but wizarding law
ensures that no child receives more of the family income than any other. I could cut Severus
off without a penny—in fact, I was planning to do so until recently—but if he had brothers, I
would have to cut them all off to do so. And for centuries now, there’s been so much real
estate that splitting the income from the family trust more than two or three ways means that
the eldest son cannot maintain the property and still live as a gentleman.”

Hermione snorted. “But if there’s enough income to maintain the estates, why could they not
live off their incomes, the work they do?”

Septimius smiled. “A gentleman didn’t work in my day, not for Galleons—I never took a Knut
for my work at Hogwarts. I would doubt Albus takes a salary even now. No, it was dangerous
to have too many children, we all thought. Instead we counted on our longevity to ensure that
there were always multiple heirs: four or five generations were usually alive at any given
time—that’s why this place has forty bedrooms! If the youngest heir died, his father or
grandfather had plenty of time to produce another. It worked well until the twentieth century,
but the madness that has sprung up in my lifetime... there are only two of us now, you know,
and I will be dead within a month, while Severus is a spy, still unmarried, his life hanging by a
thread every time he is summoned to see that mad parvenu. If only Severus had married...”

“It would be sad for a family with the history and tradition of yours to die out, Septimius; I
can see that. But I can also understand why Professor Snape hasn’t married. Any wife and
children of his would be in terrible danger; they would be at the beck and call of Voldemort,
and if he discovered the Professor’s true allegiance, they’d be attacked brutally. He’d always
be worrying about them, and it might endanger his life even further. And yet he’s clearly
proud of his family; he must regret that he’s not been able to marry and maintain it. How
difficult for him!” Hermione looked out at the dark wizard on the broom sympathetically for a
moment; then she turned back to the old man.

“Sir,” she said, “this may seem a strange question, but why is everyone so certain that you
are dying? You seem only rather weak to me, but your mind is clear, you aren’t in pain, and
your magic is effective. Surely you could live on like this for months and months, years
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perhaps, enjoying life. Particularly now that you’ve... made friends with Professor Snape
again. You and he could enjoy your time together. And when Voldemort is defeated, Professor
Snape will be able to marry, and you’d be able to go to your rest much less concerned about
the survival of your family.”

“Ah, Hermione. I’d forgotten. You’ve never seen a wizard die.”

“I have though, sir—Septimius. I’ve been able to see Thestrals since I was sixteen. Ginny was
kidnapped off the Hogwarts Express by Death Eaters on our way to school my sixth year, and
two of the Death Eaters died. I... I actually killed one of them, though I didn’t mean to. I cast
a Protego spell, and the spell he was sending at me bounced off it and hit him. It wasn’t
exactly my fault, but it was very disconcerting, to have a man who had been fighting me
fiercely a moment before become a lump of lifeless, bloody flesh at my feet. It was horrible.
I’m afraid I just stood there for a moment staring as he died, and that’s when the third Death
Eater grabbed Ginny and Disapparated. That was my fault; we all thought they were after me
and Ron and weren’t expecting him to take Ginny.”

“Surely not your fault. What happened to the second Death Eater?”

“Oh, he was the first one, really; he was killed right away. He opened the door of our
compartment, and Ron, Ginny, Luna, and Neville hit him with Disarming spells as soon as they
saw his mask. The corridor window behind him was open, his shoulders caught on the frame,
and his head was thrown back at a bad angle and broke. I didn’t have anything to do with
that. I was reading and trying to ignore all the noise they were making playing Exploding
Snap, so it took me a moment longer to look up. The one I killed was actually the second
one.”

“And Harry? Where was he for all this?”

“Oh, Headmaster Dumbledore has had him transported by Aurors since fifth year. His safety is
important, and Voldemort is after him particularly.”

“Humph! So he left five other children to fight off three Death Eaters? How appalling. One
moment you’re playing cards like children, and the next moment you are fighting for your
lives. You all did very well indeed for sixteen-year-olds, killing two of three, and all of you
managing to survive.”

“Ginny and Luna were only fifteen, actually, but we’ve been quite well trained. Harry works
with us. And Professor Dumbledore didn’t know the plan; Professor Snape only heard about it
after the Death Eaters were already on the train. He Apparated into our compartment just in
time to put a Tracking spell on the one that took Ginny. Dumbledore wouldn’t let us follow it
up for months, but when we did, she was still there, and we got her back.”

“Nonetheless, Hermione, it was not much to Albus’s credit that you should have had to
experience such an attack at your age.”

He sighed. “But I still say you’ve never seen a wizard die, not in the normal way, because you
don’t have any wizards or witches in your family. Healers, you know, can deal magically with
pain and other symptoms without affecting our minds, so our ends are generally very
peaceful. We hold up quite well until just before we die, and then everything breaks down at
once. When the body finally begins to fail, it is traditional to dismiss everyone but family
members, who can then say goodbye in privacy and dignity. It’s usually only a matter of
hours. We talk and forgive one another—it’s a kind of ritual and often very emotional. It lends
death a grace and a closure that is very important to the survivors. It brings families together
and it makes them strong. The process makes the transition easier for the dying wizard as
well. Few wizards who die in the traditional manner choose to become ghosts. Violent deaths,
like those you have seen, are horrible, because one doesn’t experience that closure.”

“It sounds quite moving. But I do hope you can put yours off as long as possible, Septimius.
I’m being selfish, since I’d like to get to know you better; but I think you’d be happier dying if
you knew that Professor Snape was no longer in such danger and no longer so alone. Does he
even have a girlfriend? Perhaps, now that he has been admitted to the family again, he could
marry her and you could keep her safe with you here, and he could visit. Professor
Dumbledore said your wards are as strong as Hogwarts’ are.”
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The old man smiled. “I shall discuss the possibility with Severus, though I think there would
be difficulties. And I don’t have as much choice in the matter as you seem to assume. I would
like to come to know you better as well.” He smiled at her sadly and then looked out at the
men who were dipping and swooping and rolling much less energetically now. He waved a
summons. Professor Snape called something to Harry, and the two men landed their brooms
on the terrace. They looked surprisingly alike, with their windblown black hair, glowing faces,
and sparkling eyes. They bowed to Mr. Snape, and then the Professor turned and bowed to
Hermione as well. She dipped her head slightly and smiled at him. At that moment she agreed
with Septimius that it was “nice for Severus to have someone to play with.”

Mr. Snape cleared his throat. “Severus, I have an apology to make and a request. As you
know, Hermione was the victim of a prank yesterday evening. I ought to have warned you. I
fear that she was put in an awkward position, if only physically, but she has assured me that
your position was the more uncomfortable and has asked me to apologize to you. So I do:
Severus, it was very inconsiderate of me to have subjected you to such embarrassment, and I
am sorry.”

Harry looked sharply at Hermione at this point, and she mouthed the word “later” without
meeting his eyes.

Professor Snape bowed to his great-grandfather. “Your apology is accepted, sir. And Miss
Granger is correct. Her position, both physically and morally, was nothing to be ashamed of.
As I told her at the time, while I had worried that her family background might be an issue
here, it never occurred to me that under our roof she would suffer indignities offered because
of her sex. I was... disappointed.”

“It won’t happen again, Severus. Since she wouldn’t allow me to apologize, I have
shamelessly made friends with her instead; I’ve asked her to address me as Septimius.” The
old man turned to Harry. “I’m sure you will forgive me, Harry, if I don’t offer you the same
freedom. As you know, men sometimes find it easier to admit informality with young ladies
than other men.”

“Of course, sir.” Harry bowed again. He was growing quite adept at the gesture and was
clearly rather flattered by the level of equality implied by the words “other men.”

Professor Snape raised an eyebrow. “As you wish, sir. It might perhaps be a bit awkward for
one of my students to be an intimate friend of my great-grandfather, but I suppose it’s
unlikely to come up in the classroom.”

“Sadly, our friendship is likely to be of very short duration, Severus.” Mr. Snape said
sardonically. “In any case, we have had an interesting conversation, and Hermione tells me
that she has never learned to sit a broomstick properly.” Professor Snape looked rather
surprised, but Harry snorted and rolled his eyes. Mr. Snape continued, “I wonder if you would
do me the favor of working with her until she reaches a level of proficiency that allows her to
enjoy flying.”

“Of course, sir. Perhaps tomorrow, Miss Granger? We should stop for luncheon now. Shall I
summon the elves, sir? Will you join us downstairs?”

“I’m afraid not. Mr. Parkinson needs to do something disgusting to my lungs, I believe.
Perhaps you can come see me after lunch, Severus? We need to discuss many things, among
them the question which of us is truly the ‘meanest, scariest professor in Hogwarts history.’ I
gave Hermione a demonstration of my classroom manner, and she seems to think we’re
evenly matched.”

“I would be very flattered indeed if that were the case,” the professor said smoothly. “You are
the ideal to which I aspire, sir. Ah... here are your elves. What’s that they’ve got you wrapped
in? It looks very warm.”

“Hermione transfigured some of the blankets for me. This is some Muggle invention, like an
eiderdown, but with sleeves and a hood. Quite warm and light; I like it very much. Who would
have thought that Muggles could be so clever? I shall see you in a few hours, Severus.” He
gave his great-grandson a meaningful look.
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Hermione stood and curtseyed, the men bowed, and then Mr. Snape was carried away. The
three then turned toward the small dining room. Halfway down the stairs, Professor Snape put
a hand on Hermione’s shoulder to restrain her while Harry went on ahead. “Miss Granger,” he
whispered softly, in a voice that sent shivers down her spine, “the answer to the question that
you so impertinently asked me is ‘both.’ I did promise I’d let you know.”

She realized instantly that he meant he had dreamed of her in both her red dress with the
roses and as she’d been bound by the lilacs. “’Both’? Both together?” she asked, quite pleased
that her voice sounded so cool and unconcerned.

“No, ‘both’ separately, with ‘neither’ in between.” He pulled her hair back from her ear,
grazing her neck with his fingertips, and put his mouth so close that she could feel his breath.
“I enjoyed all three dreams, though ‘neither’ was perhaps the pleasantest.”

Hermione made a strangled noise and turned beet red. By the time Harry looked around,
Professor Snape was several feet away, though he hadn’t moved with any visible haste. He
was looking at her austerely. “As I have had occasion to remind you, Miss Granger, that kind
of remark is inappropriate,” he said in his ordinary, professorial tone. “And if you must make
inappropriate remarks, you should be able to deal with equally inappropriate responses
without blushing like a school girl.” He simpered a little at her discomfort.

Hermione glared at him. “I am a school girl, sir. So there’s no shame in blushing like one.”

Harry’s eyes narrowed as he looked from one to the other, and Hermione glanced at him and
shook her head slightly.

“Ah, Timothy,” Professor Snape said in a pleasant voice, as they reached the foot of the stairs
and the house-elf appeared with a menu. “We will be just three for lunch. Mr. Parkinson is
with my great-grandfather, and Mr. Prewett is out delivering the invitations to the house
party.” He examined the menu. “Yes, seafood bisque sounds delicious—unless either of you
are allergic? No? Let’s have that, then, and perhaps some of the roast chicken and sweet
pepper sandwiches? Excellent!”

~*~

After lunch, Hermione walked with Harry around the gardens and the forest paths behind the
house, talking intently. She told him about the odd conversations she’d been having with
Septimius and Professor Snape, and also about the conversation she’d overheard between
them. She also told him about Rose’s orders about her appearance and their fight over her
neckline, showed him her ring, and described how she’d been bound by lilacs in her bed. As
she described their Professor’s panicked reaction to his great-grandfather’s trick, Harry
laughed so hard that he had to sit down hard on a nearby bench. Hermione joined him, and
they laughed together at the thought of his reaction to an attempted seduction by his know-it-
all student. Then Hermione explained what Septimius had told her about the Snape family
history, and the reason there had been so few children. For some reason, she didn’t tell him
about the way that Professor Snape had held her outside her door the previous evening or
that he had taken the rose from her bodice. After all, the Professor hadn’t really said much
about these gestures afterwards, and she didn’t think Harry would find them very interesting.

Despite her omissions, however, he reacted with suspicion. “I don’t know, Hermione,” he said
when she’d finished. “It all sounds a lot to me like Snape fancies you. He’s being really nice to
you, looking after your safety and all. And the look on his face when you were thrown out of
that chair yesterday... I mean, the man’s given you a ring, even. You’re probably right that he
was just teasing you about dreaming—though I can’t believe you actually said that to him. But
that he should feel relaxed enough to tease you...”

“I don’t think so, Harry. We’ve been getting along well lately, I admit, and I enjoy talking to
him, when he’s not being snide. He’s interested in all sorts of things besides Potions, and he’s
taught me a lot about wizarding society and history. And since we came here, he’s been really
supportive and kind. But I think it’s because he’s been made responsible for us in a strange
situation. Perhaps sees us as he does his Slytherins. He’s always been quite nice to them, and
surely we’re much pleasanter people than they are.” She paused a moment, feeling a bit guilty
for her generality. “No, I can’t see him as being attracted to me. You should have seen him
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last night—he was terribly shocked when he thought I was trying to seduce him. He wasn’t
pleased at all.”

“But it would explain why the old man is trying so hard to get to know you and explaining the
family history and everything. Maybe Snape has told him that he fancies you, and he’s trying
to encourage it. He must be desperate to have Snape marry anyone; I think his prejudice
against Muggle-borns is pretty strong. I don’t know whether you noticed, but Prewett,
Parkinson, and even Dumbledore almost fell out of their chairs when he took your hand at
dinner last night. He seems really friendly to us both, now, and given the whole pure-blood
thing, that must be a major concession. I can’t imagine he’d make such an effort for just a
random student.”

“I don’t know. He’s seemed genuinely pleased by our conversation and surprised by how well
we get along. And he loved the Jane Austen I read him—the portraits did, too. That was really
a lot of fun. He said he’d never met a Muggle-born witch before, so his prejudice was probably
based on ignorance. If I contradict some of his mistaken assumptions, he’s intelligent enough
to see past it. He’s simply changed his mind.”

“Maybe, but I think it’s more than that. And I really wonder what it is that he and Dumbledore
want you to do. That can’t have anything to do with Snape marrying, I admit; why should
Dumbledore have any interest in that? And, in fact, if it’s to you, I think he’d be dead against
it. He wouldn’t want it even hinted that one of his teachers seduced a student.”

“Of course not. No, I don’t think there’s anything to your idea. Perhaps his being nice to me is
all part of this deal Professor Snape has struck with him. Septimius has to be nice to us and
have this ball, inviting all sorts of people he doesn’t really like, in return for Snape doing some
horribly unpleasant task that he is supposed to get me to help with. Septimius seemed to
think I’d have to be tricked into doing it, and that Snape would be in a position to trick me;
but Professor Snape himself thought I might agree to do it with my eyes open, once I had
finished my education. Maybe there’s a danger of destroying my magic if I weren’t well trained
enough? I don’t know—I’ve had all sorts of ideas.”

“I don’t understand it either, Hermione. We probably just don’t have enough information—
typically. But Snape is right about one thing, you know: you’ll never forgive him if he uses
your trust in your teachers to trick you. I really hope he doesn’t try.” Hermione could only
agree.

~o0o~
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Chapter 7 – The House Party
~o0o~

Summary: Guests arrive at Houndsnape Hall... and play Quidditch, of course.

~*~

Hermione and Harry both enjoyed the weeks that followed. Thomas took them for rides in the
sleigh to the far reaches of the estate, and then long walks through the extensive woods. They
also strolled down into Snape Parva and visited the church and the shops, and Hermione found
an internet café where they could e-mail her parents and some of their friends. They also
made a shopping trip with Professor Snape to Diagon Alley and nearby parts of Muggle
London. Hermione and Harry enjoyed the latter excursion, as they negotiated for their
Professor what was a strange world to him, showing him some of the bookshops and helping
him make his purchases with Muggle money. Back in the wizarding world, they bought
Christmas presents and looked at the magical holiday decorations while Professor Snape did
errands for Dumbledore and his great-grandfather, and picked up some potion ingredients
they needed.

The ingredients were for a new version of the potion Professor Snape had been working on to
counter Ron’s curse. Septimius had proposed several useful new ideas, and others were
supplied by the books they found in his library. After several days’ hard work in Houndsnape
Hall’s well-equipped potions laboratory, with both Harry and Hermione chopping and stirring
under their Professor’s direction, they had an especially promising new potion for Ron to try.
Hermione had worked hard as well to adapt some of the defensive charms that worked with
the potion, coordinating her charm with the modified brew. Professor Snape had arranged to
meet Bill Weasley at the Burrow so that the curse-breaker could cast the charms. Bill had
been sent Hermione’s adaptations; he’d sent her an owl suggesting some improvements, but
generally approved her work, which flattered her very much.

Harry and Hermione saw their Professor off to the Burrow very nervously, and then walked to
Snape Parva to work off some of their nervous energy. When Professor Snape returned that
evening, he was able to assure them that the signs were all good and that Ron’s condition
already appeared to be somewhat improved. Two days later, Ron’s owl, Pigwidgeon, appeared
with a letter from Ron himself, saying that he’d be coming with his family for the Christmas
house-party and sounding exactly like Ron. This was the best Christmas present of all for
Harry and Hermione, and they began to look forward to the Weasleys’ arrival anxiously.

Professor Snape spent a lot of time working with Hermione on her flying, and she found that,
with a better broom and without having to face the scorn of the Slytherin students, she
improved quite rapidly. After a week, she had developed enough confidence to join the two
men in their practice with the Quaffle, although she didn’t attempt any of the loops and rolls
they dared her to try. While Septimius lunched in his room, the three of them flew through the
paths that had been cut through the tall woods beyond the Hall and feasted on picnic lunches
prepared for them by Mrs. Pierre, a kindly old house-elf who ruled the kitchens with an iron
hand and didn’t even bother to try pretending that she thought of Professor Snape as anything
but a teenager like themselves.

Septimius continued to request Hermione’s company and she became increasingly fond of the
old man. They shared breakfast and Jane Austen almost every morning, and when Hermione
had to skip a day, Septimius complained like a child deprived of a treat. His grandparents’
portraits would sometimes come in search of her, occupying the landscape over her bed, if she
slept too late in the morning. And after Ron’s potion was finished, Professor Snape often
joined these sessions, and they sometimes read in the evenings as well. Professor Snape
became particularly enthusiastic after they finished Persuasion and moved on to Lady Susan,
whose evil machinations amused him. Even Harry condescended to join their reading sessions
after Hermione told him that her father always said that knowledge of Austen’s works was a
man’s best weapon in understanding women.

As the days passed, Hermione came to enjoy her position as the only female in Houndsnape
Hall who wasn’t a house-elf. Despite her rapport with Viktor Krum in her fourth year, (due
mainly to her ignorance of Quidditch) and her brief romance with Ron in their sixth year (from
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which they had both backed away just in time), Hermione had never really had occasion to
think of herself as an attractive woman. Harry and Ron and the other young men in Gryffindor
treated her as a Quidditch-impaired, but academically superior male friend, talking with her
about their crushes on girls and begging for her help with their homework. At Hogwarts
dances, she usually had one dance each with Harry and Ron and Neville while they worked up
the courage to ask the girls they really wanted to be with. She would then spend the
remainder of the evening talking with her teachers, or perhaps return to the common room
and study in the rare quiet.

Septimius, however, complimented her on her appearance and flirted with her outrageously,
despite his great-grandson’s disapproving glare. At first this made her very nervous, but she
learned to respond to the old man’s teasing confidently with teasing of her own and was often
amazed at her own wit. Maturity had given her confidence in her intellect, but now she began
to feel better about herself as a young woman, and the result was a new grace that brought
chivalrous gestures even from Harry and Professor Snape. Hermione noticed and enjoyed
these gallantries, and she began to wonder if perhaps she might be asked to dance at the
Christmas ball more frequently than she had been at school dances. She hoped so, in part
because, from something Septimius said, she thought he would be very unhappy if she didn’t
enjoy the party.

On the morning of the twenty-third, Hermione woke earlier than usual and lay in bed
anticipating the day. The guests would be arriving in late morning, and Septimius had asked
her and Harry to help him receive them with the proper formality. She was particularly
anxious to see Ron again, to assure herself that he had truly recovered from the curse. And as
Harry pointed out, they hadn’t really talked to him since the battle in early October. Professor
Snape had suggested to Molly Weasley that he join them a few days early to allow the trio
time to catch up before the other guests arrived, but Mrs. Weasley thought it would be better
for him to avoid excitement until he was completely cured. It would be nice to see the
Weasley brothers, too, she thought; they were old friends. She and Harry were both rather
glad that Percy Weasley’s duties at the Ministry had meant that he was unable to come. He
had reconciled with his family the previous summer, but his mother was the only one who had
much faith in his protestations of regret. Hermione and Harry were happy for Mrs. Weasley,
but they felt they could never quite be comfortable with someone who had not seen anything
wrong with Cornelius Fudge and his horrible assistant, Dolores Umbridge.

Hermione was particularly anxious to see Ginny Weasley, who was still mourning Seamus, and
had been very subdued when they left Hogwarts. Septimius suggested the Yellow Iris Room on
the spring courtyard for her, since it was particularly cheering, and Hermione had approved.
She also wanted Ginny’s opinion about the conversation she’d overheard between Septimius
and his great-grandson, and Harry’s idea that the Professor was interested in her romantically.
As the intuitive member of their foursome, Ginny was always very helpful to Hermione in
reading people, and Hermione thought her insight into pure-blood wizards and their traditions
might also help. And after a childhood spent dealing with six older brothers, all of whom she
manipulated with consummate skill, there was little that Ginny Weasley didn’t know about
men.

Rose served Hermione breakfast in her room and afterwards dressed her in the blue dress
robes. They were less striking than her red and black robes and the gold and white robes she
planned to wear for the Christmas ball, but they had an austere and subtle elegance that she
liked. They were a heavy damask of a deep, somber blue, with front panels and a high collar
of a lighter blue embroidered with spiral designs in white. The robes were cut very slim,
making her appear slightly taller and more elegant than she really was. Rose put her hair in
the coronet braids again, this time weaving them with light blue satin ribbon and tiny white
rosebuds.

In the corridor, Hermione met Harry, who was wearing his new dark red dress robes with
seasonal sprigs of holly around the collar. They walked together to the door of the drawing
room, where Septimius and Professor Snape were already waiting for them. Hermione had
only visited it once before, when it was dark and all the furniture was shrouded in dust sheets.
Now it was revealed as a long, elegant room, decorated in gold and various shades of gray. It
extended out at a right angle to the rest of the house and had windows along both long walls,
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making it a beautifully bright and cheerful place, even on a rather overcast December day. At
the far end of the room, glass doors led out to a large roof terrace bordered by urns that
Hermione thought would be very pleasant in the summer months. Today, however, the room
glowed with tinsel and Christmas garlands, and the air was deliciously scented by trays of
spiced wine and the gingerbread Christmas biscuits that Harry and Hermione had helped Mrs.
Pierre to decorate the previous evening.

The Christmas tree at the far end of the room was huge and twinkled with tiny candles and
the family’s eclectic collection of ornaments. Hermione liked it better than the more uniformly
decorated trees at Hogwarts. It was more like a Muggle family tree, and it made her wish that
her parents could be present.

Septimius was already seated in a commandingly placed armchair near the doors, wearing
black brocade dress robes embroidered with miniature poinsettias around the neck, his white
hair shimmering and his lined face a little set with the consciousness of a difficult duty ahead.
He smiled at Hermione and Harry, however, and talked with them and his great-grandson
pleasantly until they heard tinkling of sleigh bells as the first sleigh pulled up at the door.
Professor Snape moved further into the room, where he had been assigned to make certain
that all the guests were comfortable and well fed as they chatted, and Harry and Hermione
arranged themselves on either side of their host.

Timothy announced the first guests. “Mr. and Mrs. Tonks; Miss Tonks.”

Hermione hadn’t met Andromeda Black Tonks before, but she’d encountered, Narcissa Black
Malfoy and Bellatrix Black Lestrange, and so she had expected the worst. But although Mrs.
Tonks had the same tall elegance as her younger sisters, she was much warmer. As she rose
from a perfect curtsey, she gave Septimius a smile that was sweetly perplexed. She
introduced her husband and daughter with great aplomb, and Mr. Tonks shook the old man’s
hand respectfully; their daughter Nymphadora bobbed a modest little-girl’s curtsey, which
Hermione thought was wise, given her tendency to trip and fall over nothing. Tonks’ hair was
a subdued eggplant color that matched her robes, and she wore it twisted into a soft French
roll, but her eyes were the same startling cornflower blue as her mother’s. She winked at
Hermione and mussed Harry’s hair as she led her father into the room to introduce him to
Professor Snape.

Mrs. Tonks remained, chatting with Septimius with increasing animation and friendliness as it
became obvious that he was not intending to taunt or reproach her about her marriage. He
assured her, in fact, that all anti-Muggle charms in the house had been removed and that
Hermione had checked the rooms he had assigned to her and her husband particularly to
ensure that there were no remaining jinxes. Her eyes widened as Septimius gave Hermione
his hand and led her forward to be introduced. Hermione curtseyed, and then watched as
Harry was introduced as well. Mrs. Tonks told them she looked forward to talking to such good
friends of her daughter, but she moved to join her husband as Timothy announced the three
Hogwarts professors.

“Professor McGonagall, Professor Dumbledore, and Professor Flitwick.”

Harry and Hermione bowed and curtseyed to their teachers, and the three academics returned
the favor. The Headmaster stayed to exchange a few words in a low voice with Septimius, but
after pleased smiles to their students, Professors McGonagall and Flitwick hurried in to trade
Hogwarts gossip with Professor Snape. Hermione noticed with an affectionate smile that
Professor McGonagall was wearing that horrible hat with the thistle trim again; nonetheless,
she looked forward to seeing her favorite teacher in a social setting. It would be nice to have a
chance to get to know her a little outside of school.

“Mr. Weasley, Mr. William Weasley, and Mr. Charles Weasley!” Timothy announced.

Arthur Weasley and his two eldest sons entered and made elegant bows to Mr. Snape. Arthur
introduced the two younger men, and then they all greeted Harry and Hermione. Hermione
was quite surprised to have her hand kissed by all three of the Weasley men, but there was
something about Septimius that seemed to remind even the irrepressible Charlie of his
childhood training.
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“Mr. Rookwood, Miss Rookwood, and Miss Louise Rookwood.”

Mr. Rookwood was an elderly and kind-looking man who looked at Hermione with great
interest when she was introduced and kissed her hand respectfully. His two granddaughters
were pretty and charming young women, both of whom worked for the Ministry of Magic.
Janet, the eldest, had a position in the Department of Magical Games and Sports, and Louise
worked in the Department of Mysteries. Both had dark hair and deep blue eyes, but while
Janet was tall and athletic, Louise was slighter and had delicate features. Hermione
remembered Louise as a seventh-year Ravenclaw Prefect during her second year at Hogwarts,
and thought it would be interesting to know her better.

“Mr. Lupin, Mr. Fred Weasley, and Mr. George Weasley.”

Professor Snape came forward and made Remus Lupin heartily welcome, and then introduced
him to Septimius, who greeted him rather frostily. Harry and Hermione both gave their former
Professor affectionate hugs, and Hermione darted a disappointed look at Septimius, who was
slightly warmer to the werewolf thereafter. Hermione noticed that Professor Snape stepped
out into the entrance hall and seemed to be having a hurried conversation with Timothy. When
he returned, he looked at his grandfather and shook his head reproachfully, and Septimius
actually looked somewhat shamefaced. Hermione wondered what room he’d been given, but
she was relieved to think that Professor Snape must have corrected any slight.

Fred and George Weasley, looking extremely prosperous, made identical bows and Harry
introduced them to Septimius. He was quite interested in hearing about their business venture
in magical jokes and party games. They gave Hermione tempestuous hugs, and she hugged
them gratefully back. They were responsible for much of her present prosperity and her ability
to order books, since they had paid her a premium for the future rights to a version of her
magical net. In their version, of course, everyone caught by the net was immobilized until
they snogged someone. The Weasley twins thought it would be a great ice-breaker at parties,
but Dumbledore had forbidden its manufacture and distribution until after the defeat of
Voldemort, so as not to offer Voldemort any clues about the military version of the charm.

“Mrs. Weasley, Mr. Ronald Weasley, and Miss Weasley.”

At last Molly Weasley bustled into the room with her two youngest children. Hermione and
Harry were both impressed by her deep curtsey; Ginny’s was equally graceful. Ron’s bow was
worse than Harry’s first attempt, but Hermione was so glad to see the intelligence and
awareness back in his eyes that she would have forgiven him even had he ignored the social
forms altogether. Molly performed the introductions, and Septimius engaged her and Ginny in
conversation so that Ron could talk to his two friends. Harry clapped him on the back, and
Hermione gave him a long, affectionate hug.

“Oh Ron! Ron! It’s so wonderful to have you back! I’m so glad you’re better. Thank Merlin!”

Ron returned the hug tightly. One advantage of their brief romance, Hermione thought, was
that he had gotten over his embarrassment about hugging her. He finally pulled away to hold
her at arms length and look at her for a moment.

“You look... seriously beautiful, Hermione,” he said in the deep resonant voice he’d developed
in the past year. “When did that happen?”

Harry laughed. “I think she’s been that way for a while, Ron. It’s just more noticeable when
she’s not nagging us about homework.”

Hermione shook her head. “It’s Rose, one of the elves here. She does wonderful things with
my hair. I can just imagine what she could do if she had Lavender or Parvati to work with!”
Ron seemed to be imagining, too, and Hermione gave him a wink. She knew he rather fancied
Lavender.

“I’ll owe you forever, Hermione! I should have known you’d be able to come up with a potion
to cure that curse.” He hugged her again.

“Don’t be silly, Ron. Harry and I just shredded things and helped stir. It was Professor Snape
who worked out the formula, of course. With a lot of help from his great-grandfather.” She
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turned to the Professor, who had just appeared behind Ron, and Ron turned, too, taking a
deep breath and holding out his hand.

“Thank you for all your work, Professor Snape. Mum told me how many hours you spent
working to cure me. I’m very grateful, sir.”

To Ron’s badly concealed surprise, his Professor shook his hand. “You’re quite welcome,
Weasley. I couldn’t have allowed the only chess player in the Order capable of giving me a
decent game to be sidelined for too long. And, in fact, I would never have succeeded if it were
not for my...”

“Severus, Severus... it’s not term time! No need to break up the lovebirds!” Dumbledore
appeared behind him, twinkling merrily. “Congratulations on your recovery, Mr. Weasley.
Picking up right where you left off, I see!” He looked at Hermione significantly.

She smiled back at him, hiding her annoyance. “Ron and I are just friends these days, sir. It’s
no interruption. And Professor Snape is right, Ron. You need to thank Septimius. The
Professor’s great-grandfather was the one who suggested several of the improvements in the
last batch of potion. And being able to use his library helped, too.”

Ron turned to the old man, and Professor Snape introduced him. As he began to express his
gratitude, Dumbledore turned to Hermione curiously. “Septimius?”

“He asked me to call him that. He’s asked me to read to him sometimes, and we’ve got to be
friends. He says he’s been revising his ideas about Muggle-borns on my account. And he’s
been very kind to me and Harry.”

“Hmmm. Well, I suppose there’s little harm he can do you at this point. But keep your wits
about you, Miss Granger. I’ve never known Septimius to do anything without a motive. He’s
not normally a kind man. I suspect he has an agenda of some sort, you know.”

“Perhaps he does,” Hermione replied rather coolly. “Or perhaps he simply enjoys my company.
I certainly enjoy his. Will you excuse me, sir? Ginny looks rather bereft, and I haven’t had a
chance to say hello to her yet.”

“Of course.” As Hermione walked into the room where Ginny was standing alone and looking
sad and lost, the Headmaster glanced at Ron and looked back at Hermione, seeming rather
miffed. Hermione found she didn’t mind this very much.

“Ginny!” The two girls hugged. “Oh, Ginny, what beautiful robes!”

“Thanks, Hermione. I know; aren’t they pretty? Fred and George bought Ron and me each two
new sets as early Christmas gifts, since Mum said we were likely to need them here. Their
shop is doing really well.”

Hermione looked at the pale lilac robes with white collar and front panels embroidered with
garlands of the flowers. “You match my bedroom here, all lilacs. It’s really nice. And Septimius
chose a wonderful room for you, too—the Yellow Iris Room. I hope you’ll like it. Maybe I can
show it to you now. This entire house is amazing. And maybe we can get Rose to put some
lilacs in your hair or something.”

The two excited girls turned to Septimius, and he smilingly gave Hermione and Harry leave to
show Ginny and Ron to their rooms. The foursome went first to Ginny’s room and admired the
yellow irises and her view of the spring garden—all dewdrops and daffodils under a bright blue
spring sky. Ron’s room, its wainscoting carved with pine cones, was next to Harry’s on the
winter courtyard and decorated in dark maroon and silver. (“Maroon... always maroon,” Ron
said mournfully. “He must have talked to Mum!”) Then they moved to Hermione’s room, since
it was a bit larger and had a comfortable fireplace and sitting area and they and exchanged
gossip while Rose fixed Ginny’s hair in a simple French twist and attached a single bunch of
miniature lilacs at her throat. The result was a lovely mix of schoolgirl and sophisticated young
woman. She smiled happily as she examined herself in the cheval glass, her cheeks slightly
pink. Even Ron was impressed, and Harry was nearly speechless.

“Wow, Ginny. You look...” He looked at her, his head tilted in inquiry, slightly perplexed.
“Actually, you look just the same, really. Only now you’re really, really pretty.”
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“She’s always been really, really pretty, Harry. You’ve just not noticed until now,” Hermione
said crisply. She smiled at the beaming little house-elf. “Rose is really good at that. Thank
you, Rose.”

“You are welcome, young ladies. Perhaps I will dress you both together tomorrow, before the
Christmas Eve dinner?” The elf looked questioningly at Hermione.

“Oh, yes, please. That would be lovely, Rose, if you’ll have time.”

“Certainly, Miss Hermione. But I think you should go to lunch now. Mr. Snape might be angry
if you were late.”

Ginny giggled as they emerged into the corridor. “He doesn’t really seem like the angry type,
though. How like Dumbledore he is! It seems strange that such a nice old man has Professor
Snape as a great-grandson, doesn’t it? Even though he looks just like him.”

Harry, who had taken her arm on the stairs, rolled his eyes. “Not exactly. Professor Snape
modeled his classroom technique on his grandfather. He can be every bit as mean and even
scarier. But he’s mellowed a lot since we arrived. I think he likes having Professor Snape back
in his house—and he really likes Hermione. We haven’t figured out quite why yet.”

Ron looked thoughtful. “Snape seems nicer here, too. Maybe they’re good for each other.”

Hermione smiled. “He’s never been quite as bad as he looked, I think. A lot of it is an act for
the Slytherins, so Voldemort doesn’t think he’s going soft. And since they aren’t around, he
can afford to loosen up a little here. And he’s said there’s some sort of deal between him and
his great-grandfather—that’s one reason Septimius is being so nice, we think. Professor Snape
practically forced him to invite Remus Lupin for the holiday. Septimius has been quite nasty
about it, and I saw Snape go talk to Timothy and make sure he’d been given a proper room.”
She snorted. “Septimius probably put him in the kennels or something.”

Ron and Ginny both looked surprised. “Snape is forcing his great-grandfather to be nice to
Remus?” Ron said incredulously. “But he was one of Harry’s dad’s friends. Snape hates him.”

Harry shook his head. “He seems to have gotten past that. Remus came by a lot when we
were at Grimmauld Place earlier this month, and they talked. Snape even suggested we call
him once, when he was in really bad shape after a session with Voldemort and Hermione
couldn’t figure out how to help him. Remus did, and Snape said something about a
recompense for the Wolfsbane. It almost sounded like gratitude. I think Remus is as close to a
friend as Snape has these days.”

“I missed a lot, I guess,” Ron said. “Sometimes it seems like I was out of it for more than just
ten weeks.”

Hermione and Harry led their friends down the stairs and into the formal dining room beneath
the library, where the massive oak table had been uncovered and polished and set for twenty-
six, and the light from three fireplaces and two massive, many-branched chandeliers reflected
off the silver, crystal, and fine china. Septimius was seated in state at the head of the table,
talking to Andromeda Tonks. He smiled indulgently when Hermione entered, chatting happily
with her friends. She gave him her most brilliant smile, and he nodded his pleasure at her
happiness. The young people looked around for their seats and were pleased to find
themselves seated together at the far end of the table. The house-elves appeared with a warm
squash soup and Hermione and her friends sat down to a long formal luncheon.

~*~

Dinner was to be informal, so the students all changed into their school robes to explore the
rest of the house. When they returned to the drawing room, Bill and Remus Lupin were just
organizing a game of Quidditch. They had enough for two full teams, once Minerva McGonagall
had agreed to play, and Professor Snape had assured them that Hermione would make an
“adequate” Keeper. It was decided that the Weasleys would play against everyone else, with
Louise Rookwood playing Percy’s old position of third Chaser on the Weasley team. She was as
nervous a flyer as Hermione was, so this made the teams roughly equal.
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The game was watched by the others from the roof terrace, and Hermione found herself
feeling less nervous that she’d expected. Weeks of flying lessons with Harry and Professor
Snape had made her reasonably confident of her ability to stay on a broom, and she had spent
many hours playing Keeper for them as they practiced their skills. And, of course, being
Keeper meant that she could relax occasionally, when the action was at the opposite end of
the field, where Ron was vigilantly guarding the Weasley goalposts. She watched as he flew
confidently from side to side. He did, indeed, seem to be completely recovered from the curse,
and she felt very grateful.

Although Hermione had expected that Harry would be their main hope against the Weasleys,
who had practiced together for years, the two teams appeared to be surprisingly well
matched. Professors Snape and McGonagall had obviously played together before (what did
her Professors do during their summer break, Hermione wondered). Janet Rookwood proved
to be an admirable third Chaser and was quickly incorporated into their relentless offensive
drives. Tonks turned out to be as graceful on a broom as she was ungraceful on the ground,
and she and Remus hit Bludgers at the other team as gleefully as Fred and George returned
them. Ginny and Bill were also excellent Chasers and managed to include Louise in their
offense in a way that allowed her to contribute to their goals. Their weaker offense was
compensated by Hermione’s weaker skills as a Keeper, though she was secretly pleased by
one of the goals she’d allowed because Louise had scored it.

It looked as if the game would come down to the two Seekers, but Harry and Charlie were
better matched than Hermione had expected, and though the Golden Snitch had appeared
several times, the Seekers had always prevented one another from catching it. The score was
tied at ninety, and the game heated up, as each side grew desperate for an advantage. Charlie
and Harry tried various acrobatic feints and turns in hopes of fooling the other and gaining a
clear shot at the Snitch. Snape and McGonagall and Janet Rookwood grew more aggressive in
their dives and passes, and Bludgers began to fly even more wildly, just missing several of the
players. One Bludger from Tonks knocked Ginny off her broom, but luckily, she was close to
the ground at the time and only had to sit out for a few minutes to recover. Louise crashed
into Professor McGonagall, but neither of them was injured, and Hermione made several quite
respectable saves in the ensuing confusion. She began to see why Harry and Ron enjoyed
Quidditch so much. As Janet and the two Professors began to make headway, the non-
Weasley score climbed to a hundred and twenty, and a crude foul by Fred allowed Snape to
earn his team ten more points.

Finally, just as George hit a Bludger at Professor McGonagall and caused her to make a daring
dive to avoid it, the Snitch appeared, quite near Hermione. She knew that she mustn’t
interfere, but Charlie came streaking for her; Harry was in hot pursuit, but his faster broom
wasn’t quite fast enough. The Snitch was within the Keeper’s area and Charlie was only a few
seconds away when Hermione got an idea. Taking a deep breath, she pointed her broom down
and then pulled up and into a perfect backwards loop. Charlie, who had heard for years about
her horrible flying skills, was momentarily distracted, and Harry was able to dodge around him
and grab the fluttering little Golden Snitch. A cheer went up from the non-Weasley side and
from the terrace, as Harry held the Snitch in the air, its wings beating wildly. He turned and
then offered it to Hermione, who had righted herself and was holding onto one of the goal
posts for dear life, terrified at her own daring. Professor Snape laughed and flew to her, calmly
peeling her white-knuckled fingers from the goal post and wrapping her hand around the
Snitch.

“That was worthy of a Slytherin, Miss Granger,” he whispered. “Very well done, indeed. You’re
a credit to our teaching. Now let go of this post and take the Snitch to Great-grandfather. He’ll
be delighted.”

He motioned to the terrace, where chairs and tables had been set out and the other players
were retiring for hot drinks. Hermione was still breathing hard when she landed, not entirely
from her flying. Septimius sat smiling broadly at her, well wrapped in the down quilts and
jacket she’d transfigured for him. She solemnly presented the Snitch to him with a curtsey and
thanked him for insisting on her taking flying lessons. Remus, Tonks, and Professor
McGonagall hugged her, and even the taciturn Janet Rookwood shook her hand and said “good
job.” Fred, George, and Ron were still laughing uncontrollably at Charlie’s reaction to
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Hermione’s unexpected acrobatics, and Bill had his arm around Louise, assuring her that she
made a far better Chaser than Percy had ever been.

Charlie was rueful. “It’s one thing to lose to Harry Potter. I was prepared for that! But to lose
to a Keeper who I know for a fact would rather walk ten miles than get on a broom is really
too much!”

Hermione smiled. “You only lost because I’m such a horrible flyer, Charlie. If you hadn’t
known that, you wouldn’t have been so stunned. And I’ll only ever be able to use that tactic
once. Really, I’m not sure I could do it again anyway.”

Ron hugged her again. “I guess the potion Snape made for me was only the second greatest
miracle he’s accomplished these past few weeks. Harry said they’d been giving you lessons.
Next thing, we’ll have to put you on the reserve list for Gryffindor.”

Hermione thought not. And, in fact, as the conversation continued to center on Quidditch, with
everyone going over and over and over the many clever feints and saves and goals of the
game, she felt the familiar boredom numbing her mind, and she pulled Lady Susan from the
basket next to Septimius’s sedan chair. Septimius looked over at her briefly from his animated
discussion with Snape, McGonagall, and Flitwick and patted her hand. Professor Snape smiled
in genuine amusement and shook his head, before resuming his argument about cobbing with
Professor Flitwick.

~*~

The evening meal was a relaxed affair, with the guests divided into two groups. The “young
people,” which to Hermione’s surprise included Professor Snape and Remus Lupin, had a picnic
supper in the summer courtyard, while the older people had a more formal meal in the small
dining room. The picnic was very pleasant. The talk turned to Quidditch—again—but Hermione
allied herself with Louise, who was not very enthusiastic about it either. They retreated to a
pleasant area some distance from the Quidditch talk and had an interesting conversation
about Louise’s work as an Unspeakable. Hermione was curious about the Department of
Mysteries, where she and some of the others had been involved in a battle two years
previously, and although Louise couldn’t say very much about the work itself, they discussed
the requirements and the training for the position. Hermione thought it sounded like a very
interesting place to work. After a time, Professor Snape joined them. Louise was quite at home
at Houndsnape Hall, since her grandfather was Septimius’s legal advisor and she had often
stayed at the Hall and used the library. Professor Snape asked her about several of the
changes that had been made in the house since his boyhood, and Hermione leaned back and
enjoyed the fading sunshine and the scent of the flowers.

She had almost drifted off to sleep when Ginny brought them each a slice of treacle tart.
Hermione paid more attention as their conversation turned to amusing happenings at the
Ministry. Ginny and Louise found several acquaintances in common from Ministry parties,
when the children of employees tended to be shuffled off to a large room and entertained with
clowns and balloons, regardless of their ages. As they giggled about this, Hermione found
herself smiling contentedly at her Professor, who was sitting quietly and relaxed, smiling back
at her. Their eyes held each other’s for several moments before Professor Snape shook his
head as if he were waking from a daze.

“Well, Miss Granger, I hope you and Potter are pleased with Mr. Weasley’s recovery,” he said
politely, pulling his chair somewhat closer to hers.

“Oh, yes. It’s wonderful to have him back to himself again. Thank you again for your work on
the potion.”

“It was an essential part of the war effort, Miss Granger. After all, if the Weasleys are
demoralized and distracted, so is the Order. They are very important to its functioning. Are
you enjoying your visit here?”

“Far more than I thought I would, yes,” she replied, recognizing his desire to change the
subject. “I have loved getting to know your great-grandfather. He has been so kind to me—far
beyond what I expected.” She paused. “I must admit that that puzzles me a little. You said
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something our first day here about a bargain, so I’ve wondered how... genuine his tolerance
is.”

Snape nodded seriously. “Yes, I can see how you might wonder. But I can assure you that his
affection is quite genuine. Our agreement forced him only to admit you to the house and be
minimally polite. You were not at all what he had assumed you’d be, and you got under his
guard instantly. That first curtsey was a stroke of genius. He wasn’t expecting to have to take
you seriously, but he’s been very impressed, I assure you, and also quite charmed... as how
could he not be?” He added the last remark in a much softer voice, and she smiled slightly and
ducked her head gracefully to acknowledge the compliment. Only week ago, she thought, she
would have blushed and become incoherent.

“I only wish he weren’t so ill,” she said slowly. “It seems sad to become friends when I know
he has such a short time to live. But I’m glad we’ve had the time we do have.” She looked at
him meditatively. “I think I understand a little more about you, now that I know him, not just
because of the ways in which you are similar but because the differences are so striking.”

He seemed a little perplexed at that, but didn’t ask for clarification. There was a long silence
during which they smiled at each other again.

Hermione felt the need to keep up a conversation of sorts, however. “I really like the house
itself, too. Septimius asked me to inspect the rooms he’d selected for the guests, and they are
all charming; and of course I could spend months in the library alone. I haven’t felt so safe
and unconcerned with the outside world for a long time.”

“Yes, this place does have that effect, though it isn’t always entirely a good thing.” He leaned
back in his chair, but then sat up suddenly, his expression blank. “Speaking of the outside
world,” he said wryly, “I’m afraid it requires my presence. I must excuse myself. I’ll see you at
breakfast I hope.” He took his leave from the other ladies and nodded at Remus Lupin’s
questioning glance as he passed him and hurried back into the house. Lupin came over and
took the chair Snape had just vacated, falling into it with a sigh.

“Has he gone...?” Hermione asked.

“I’m afraid so. Not unexpectedly. He said it had been several days since he had been
summoned, and You-Know-Who must know that the Hall has received several visitors today.
He will want to find out who is here and why.”

“I didn’t realize he’d been called at all since we arrived.”

“It’s a very large house.” Lupin smiled sadly.

~*~

Christmas Eve dawned under dark and overcast skies, and Hermione felt the ominous clouds
matched her mood. She hurried down to breakfast, hoping to assure herself that Professor
Snape had returned safely, but he did not appear. Just as she decided that her reluctance to
play Quidditch with Ron and Harry and Ginny was beginning to look odd, Remus Lupin
appeared and asked with a significant look if he might have her help for a while. She excused
herself to the others with the promise that she’d join them when she finished and followed
Remus.

As they walked, Remus spoke quietly. “Severus didn’t get in until about four, and he’s in
unusually bad shape. The potion he usually takes only helped a little, and he asked if you
would be willing to make another double batch. He says you know the laboratory, and he
knows enough of my brewing skills not to ask me. The recipe is not to be preserved. He’ll
dictate it to you, and you should memorize it and then burn the parchment.”

He led her to the Oak Room, where Professor Snape lay on the bed, pale and shaking badly,
his face looking almost green against the warm colors of the room. Hermione was rather
alarmed, but she merely smiled and greeted him softly. Remus handed her a quill and
parchment, and in a quavering voice, Snape dictated instructions for the complex potion. She
asked a few questions to clarify the procedure and then went quickly to the potions laboratory
to make it up. When she returned, Professor Snape was shaking so badly that she had to hold
the flask to his mouth and feed the purple potion to him sip by sip. It began to work quickly,
however.
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“Thank you, Hermione. Your brewing is flawless, as usual.” Professor Snape’s voice still
quavered slightly, and he didn’t seem to notice that he’d used her first name.

Lupin raised his eyebrows and looked at his old schoolmate curiously. “Of course it is,
Severus. But when have you ever admitted such a thing?” he said teasingly.

Snape looked at him coldly. “You know my situation, Lupin. But since others don’t, I think it
might be wise for you to join the other guests. Miss Granger can remain here with me for a
while to make sure the potion takes full effect, if she will.” He turned to her questioningly.

“Of course. Whatever I can do.”

“Thank you, then, Remus,” Snape sighed. “I appreciate your help. I’ll see you at lunch.”

Hermione smiled reassuringly at Lupin as he bid them a worried goodbye and left. Then she
turned to the man on the bed. “Who among us doesn’t know your situation? Septimius knows.
Isn’t everyone else a member of the Order?”

“The Rookwoods aren’t, although they are sympathetic; and Filius Flitwick is the same,
although I suspect he is quite aware of what I am doing. He has never said anything about my
occasional absences and injuries. And of course Prewett and Parkinson are not to be trusted
with any information. And they are accustomed to gossiping with the elves and the portraits.”
His voice still quavered.

“Can I get anything for you, sir? Have you had breakfast?”

“Thank you, Miss Granger, but I don’t believe I could eat anything. Perhaps you could read to
me for a little while? Your voice is very soothing. I can see why my great-grandfather enjoys
it.”

“Of course.” Hermione took up the book on his night table and seated herself next to the bed
in the chair that Remus had just left. As she looked up at her patient, her eye was caught by a
single dark red rose blooming in a vase on the dresser behind the bed, and she wondered
silently if it was the bud he’d taken from her dress, but then Professor Snape caught her eye
and she quickly looked down at the book. It was a thick collection of Muggle poems, and she
flipped through it searching for something to read. Ah, that might be comforting.

“’Death be not proud, though some have called thee, Mighty and dreadful...’”

His hand stretched out to hers, seemingly involuntarily, and she took it gently, stroking the
back of it with her thumb as she read. He lay back on the pillows with his eyes closed.

Several poems later, the door opened and Albus Dumbledore walked in quietly. Hermione
finished what she was reading and looked up at him, smiling.

“I think he’s asleep,” she said quietly.

Professor Snape’s eyes flew open and he snatched his hand away from hers. “I’m quite
awake,” he said with a much firmer voice. “That will do, Miss Granger. Thank you; your
reading was very... therapeutic, but I need to talk to the Headmaster.”

“You’re welcome, sir. Of course. I’ll leave so you can talk.” She rose quickly and offered her
chair to Professor Dumbledore, who nodded to her rather coldly and took it.

As she put the book away, the Headmaster turned to Snape almost angrily. “An entire
morning in bed? It was hardly necessary or wise, as you know, Severus. And this... this is not
what we agreed upon. Quite the contrary, in fact. You had agreed to maintain your
professorial persona, had you not? I think you’re being rather self-indulgent. There’s no need
to make yourself interesting and sympathetic like this.” He turned to Hermione, irritated. “Do
shut the door firmly when you leave, Miss Granger.”

Hermione hurried out, seething with anger. Anyone could see that Professor Snape was
exhausted and in pain. What business had Albus Dumbledore, who rarely left the comfort of
his school and who was respected and loved by everyone, to reproach a man who suffered
such pain and such unjustified vilification and hatred for the sake of the Order? It wasn’t fair.
How could the Headmaster reproach him just for allowing someone to give him a few
moments of comfort? What on earth could be wrong in allowing someone to... to like him?

~o0o~
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Chapter 8 – Broomsticks and Pearls
~o0o~

Summary: Hermione receives some interesting Christmas presents and prepares for the Christmas Ball.

~*~

Hermione joined her friends on the Quidditch field behind the house, selecting her favorite of
the family brooms, and trying to forget her anger at Dumbledore’s treatment of Professor
Snape. Ron and Ginny continued to be amazed that she could fly at all, while Harry was
constantly daring her to try another backwards loop. She resisted his teasing dares, but found
she enjoyed flying with them and sharing the enjoyment of it. It made her feel like one of
them, more than she had been for some time, and it was wonderful to be a foursome again.
She and Ron played against Harry and Ginny. Hermione was happy that they had lost when
she saw the happy flush on Ginny’s cheeks as Harry hugged her in triumph. Perhaps now that
Ron was well, and they were safe here away from the threat of Voldemort, Harry and Ginny
would work out what had long been plain to everyone else.

Lunch was uneventful. Hermione had hoped to talk to Professor Snape about the Headmaster’s
anger, but he was seated some distance away. She was pleased to see he was looking much
better. Afterwards, he seemed to be avoiding her, but by going off with her friends and then
doubling back, and then lying in wait for him hidden behind one of the bookshelves, she
managed to catch him in the library later. Making use of the fact that he wouldn’t be openly
rude to her, she cornered him in one of the bays and asked him briefly what Dumbledore had
meant by maintaining his persona.

He sighed. “The Headmaster is concerned that I have allowed you and Potter to become too
close to me—to see me as I am, rather than as the caricature I appear to be at Hogwarts. He
is concerned, with justification, that you Gryffindors are not very persuasive actors, and that
you will not be able to re-establish convincingly the distance between us when we return to
the school. Don’t fret about this, Miss Granger. He is concerned for my safety, as always.”

“There’s no reason for him to have been angry at you—or at me. He underestimates you, sir,
if he thinks we’re likely to be overly familiar back at Hogwarts. I’m sure you are quite capable
of re-establishing any degree of distance you like.”

He smiled wryly. “Quite possibly so. Nonetheless, he needed me to give him information about
my meeting with the Dark Lord. In resting and... enjoying your kindness in reading to me, I
was being unnecessarily self-indulgent.”

“Everyone needs to be indulged from time to time. I don’t think you should blame yourself,"
Hermione paused. “But sir, can you tell me—does Riddle know that Harry and I are here?”

He shook his head and looked worried. “No; and you are not to mention it when you return to
school. He knows that the others are here. He believes that the Tonks are here for a death-
bed reconciliation between my great-grandfather and Andromeda, who was close to him in her
childhood, and that Prewett invited the Weasleys because of his family connection with Molly.
My colleagues, of course, are here at my behest, as I explained to him. But none of that
concerns you. He does not know where you and Potter are, and he is very unhappy about that
fact.”

“So he cast the Cruciatus Curse on you? Was that because of us?”

He looked at her silently for a moment, but his face was inscrutable. “As I said, Miss Granger,
that is not your concern. Now, I have work to do. I shall see you at dinner.” He took a book
from the shelves, apparently at random, and walked around her to seat himself with it in an
armchair by the fire.

Hermione took a deep breath and followed him. “I will never behave in a way that will
endanger you, sir. I promise. I am very grateful for your protection—we all are. I hope you
know that you have only to ask for any help we can give you.”

The dark man looked up at her curiously for a moment. “I believe I do know that. Thank you.”
Then he turned back to his book.

~*~
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Rose met Ginny, Hermione, and Tonks in the Lilac Room about an hour before dinner and
helped them to dress. Ginny wore her dress robes from the Yule ball three years prior, which
Rose transfigured into a deep yellow with black accents. To complement it, Rose wove tiny
yellow irises into a garland, around which her hair curled like flames. Tonks’ robes were of a
gorgeously rich blue and white striped silk, rather oriental in style and cut daringly low. She
had turned her hair white to match it, but Rose didn’t like the effect. She was even less happy
when Tonks changed the color to blue.

The house-elf shook her head. “Mr. Snape is an old man, Miss Tonks. He likes ordinary-colored
hair, I think.” She thought for a moment. “Perhaps black, like a lady of the harem?” She
looked pointedly at Tonks’ neckline.

Tonks transformed herself obediently and Ginny and Hermione gasped. She looked very
exotic. She’d darkened her eyes as well. Rose fixed several sprigs of white jasmine in her hair,
and she looked quite lovely.

Hermione wore her red and black robes again. She had transfigured the neckline a little higher
than she had worn it on her first night at Houndsnape Hall, looking at Rose rather rebelliously
as she did so.

“Very good, Miss Hermione,” the house-elf said smugly. “Miss Tonks will be irresistible and
intoxicating this evening.” She smoothed Hermione’s hair and pulled it back with some gold
combs, allowing it to hang thick and loose down her back with little golden flowers scattered
among it. Hermione put on a gold choker necklace that had been a birthday gift from her
father.

“That looks nice,” Ginny said. “It goes well with your ring. Is it new?”

Hermione looked at it and smiled. “Professor Snape asked me to wear it when we first arrived,
because the place was so full of anti-Muggle traps. It’s so I can call him if I get in trouble.”
She turned to Tonks. “Don’t worry—they’ve all been deactivated. And I checked your parents’
room particularly. I tried to give the ring back to Professor Snape, but he told me to keep it
until we leave, just in case.”

“Did you ever need it?” Tonks asked.

Hermione snorted and gave them a short account of the binding lilacs Septimius had neglected
to warn her of on her bed, as well as Professor Snape’s embarrassment when he came to
release her. They both laughed sympathetically.

“Dirty old man,” said Tonks. Hermione hoped she meant Septimius.

The three of them were a great success at dinner. Hermione was seated between Ron and
Charlie, both of whom teased her about her new flying skills and how well she looked in formal
robes. Professor Snape was seated across from her, but he was caught up in a serious
conversation with Louise Rookwood for most of the meal. At one point, however, Hermione
caught him looking at her, speculatively. She remembered the rose on his nightstand and
blushed, and his eyes widened for a moment and then looked away. A few minutes later, she
glanced cautiously at him again. There was the shadow of a blush on his cheeks, which
pleased her immensely until she noticed that he was talking to Tonks, who was seated on his
other side. It was understandable, Hermione thought, since her exotic appearance was
drawing the eyes of many of the other men as well. She was a bit ashamed of herself for
envying Tonks’ new popularity; Remus Lupin seemed even more taken with her than Professor
Snape was. Hermione frowned, hoping that Snape would leave her to Remus. She would hate
to see anything come between the two, now that they had become friends.

Septimius did not dine with them. He found that the large crowd tired him, he said, and after
their Quidditch game the previous afternoon, he had retired to his room and summoned
people to talk with him singly. Dumbledore had spent several hours in his room, Hermione
knew, and also Andromeda Tonks. Ginny had gone to talk to him and had quite enjoyed their
conversation. He had been very complimentary about her bravery at the recent battle and had
asked her about her time with Voldemort, a subject her friends were reluctant to probe her
about. She seemed very relieved by the old man’s comments on her story, Hermione thought.
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He’d also talked with her about Seamus, Ginny said; and afterwards, Ginny had seemed more
cheerful than she had been since her fiancé’s death.

Hermione was summoned to him after lunch, and again after dinner. After lunch they had
talked about his guests, but after dinner he seemed tired, and had merely asked her to read
to him the Christmas story from the Book of Luke. Hermione enjoyed the beauty of the
familiar words, and whenever she looked up, the old man was smiling at her gently. He was
clearly very pleased with her and happy with her company. She was happy to have pleased
him, though she was still a little puzzled about what she had done to earn his approbation. As
she stood to return to her room for the night, he admired her dress robes, and asked her to
come to him in the morning with her presents, telling her about the passage between their
rooms that she had already discovered. She hesitated for a moment, since she, Harry, Ron,
and Ginny had planned to open their presents together; but she quickly remembered that she
would have other Christmases with them. This would undoubtedly be Septimius’ last
Christmas morning, so she quickly gave him her promise.

~*~

Hermione dressed quickly when she woke, and gathered the packages at the bottom of her
bed to take in to Septimius’ room. She had stopped by Harry’s room the night before to let
him know that she would not be joining them. He’d given her a hug and said he understood.

When she arrived, Septimius was sitting on the sofa in front of the fireplace, his feet on a
footstool and a pile of presents on his lap. She was a bit surprised to find that Professor Snape
was seated in the armchair next to him. She curtseyed to both men, wished them a Happy
Christmas and then kissed Septimius lightly on the cheek. Her Professor looked surprised to
see her, but returned her greetings quite politely. A house-elf appeared with a teapot and
cups, and she poured out tea for them and seated herself next to Septimius at his request.

After a few minutes, they began to open their presents. Professor Snape was quietly pleased
with the leather-bound, first edition of Jane Austen juvenilia that she had found for him in a
Muggle used-book store. He stood and bowed over her hand like an eighteenth-century swain
and said he would always think of this holiday with her and his great-grandfather when he
read them. And Septimius loved the brandied sour cherries hand dipped in white chocolate
that she had bought for him. He had confided to her that white chocolate was the one Muggle
sweet that he enjoyed and rarely got, since wizard confectioners preferred dark chocolate. He
kissed her on the cheek, but refused to pass the candy to the others, saying they wouldn’t
appreciate it properly. Hermione was also shown the gifts they’d given each other: Septimius
had given the Professor a twelve-volume set of bound, unpublished notes from his years of
potions research, which left the younger man open-mouthed with awe at his generosity, a
reaction that pleased Septimius a great deal. And Professor Snape had given his great-
grandfather a parchment with the same Donne poem Hermione had read him the previous
morning, beautifully hand-written and illuminated in the calligraphic style of the period. She
was surprised to learn that Professor Snape had done the calligraphy himself. After a
moment’s thought, however, she realized that, in a very wealthy family such as theirs, it was
the gifts of time and talent that were valued the most.

Hermione was very happy with her own gifts. Harry had given her a new Arithmancy book that
she’d been coveting, and Ron gave her a very pretty long silk scarf with pink tropical flowers
on a gray ground. Ginny had very cleverly charmed a magical alarm clock to work with the
magical equivalent of a snooze alarm, since Hermione had told her how much she missed that
Muggle invention; Molly Weasley had made her a heavy black knit pullover embroidered with
an elegant spider web design in fine gray wool, a subtle acknowledgement of her successful
spell; and Fred and George had supplied a mixed box of Canary Creams and their new
creation, Bunny Bonbons. She blandly offered one of the latter to Professor Snape, who had
not seen who the box was from, and the result sent his great-grandfather and Hermione off
into such peals of laughter that even the Professor had to join in, once he had recovered from
his brief transformation into a large, very agitated black rabbit with a twitching pink nose.
Hermione ate a Canary Cream herself, to demonstrate that concoction for Septimius, and not
incidentally to pacify her Professor by showing that she was willing to let herself be laughed
at, too.
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Soon afterwards, Professor Snape reached behind his chair and handed her a green and silver
wrapped gift from himself and his great-grandfather, which, from its shape, was obviously a
broom. Even Hermione had to admit that it was beautiful, with its polished dark oak handle
and slim bundle of twigs.

“It’s a Cleansweep '98, a ladies’ model,” Septimius explained. “Not as fast or as agile as
Harry’s Firebolt, of course, but it’s very well balanced and has extra stability and cushioning
charms. It should give you confidence enough to fly long distances and yet also do well in
family Quidditch games like the one you played in so brilliantly the other day.”

Hermione thanked both men profusely, giving Septimius another kiss on the cheek. After a
moment’s hesitation, she gave her Potions Master a quick kiss as well. He looked thoughtful
rather than pleased, but at least he did not appear disgusted by her gesture, she thought.
Septimius was clearly delighted. He pulled a small box, wrapped in red and gold from under
his quilt.

“This was my wife’s,” he said, handing the box to Hermione. “Normally it would go to a
daughter or granddaughter, but since there are no female Snapes to claim it at the moment, I
would like you to have it.”

“Oh, Septimius... I really can’t. A family heirloom...”

“No, no. Please accept it, my dear, in gratitude for your kindness to me these past few weeks.
And, if you will, take it as an apology for my many long years of prejudice against Muggle-
born witches and wizards. You have taught me how mistaken and misinformed I was, and I
am happy to have had the chance to know you and to abandon my errors before my death.
Severus will agree that you should have it.”

Hermione looked at her Professor, who nodded with a slight smile, and she opened the box. It
was breathtakingly lovely; a necklace made up of three strands of large, luminous, perfectly
matched pearls, with a gold pendant shaped like the runic letter H, inlaid with tiny white
diamonds.

There was a gasp from the portrait of Louisa Snape, and Hermione looked up to see her
whispering to Tertius. Both of them disappeared an instant later. Off to spread the word to the
other portraits, she thought wryly.

She looked down again at the lovely necklace and then up at Septimius. “Sir, it’s beautiful, but
really I shouldn’t...” Hermione looked up at him, her eyes filled with tears.

“My wife’s name was Helena, so the initial fits. It’s as if it was meant to be yours. Truly, you
must take it. It will make me very unhappy if you don’t.” He turned to Severus. “Could you
bring me Helena’s picture?”

His great-grandson rose and went out one of the side doors by the fireplace. After a few
moments, he returned with a large black-and-white wizarding photograph in a gold frame. The
woman in it was quite old, and her features were strong, square, and almost masculine, but
she was clearly intelligent and sensitive, which gave her face a dignity and beauty that
Hermione found very attractive. She was wearing the necklace, and she pointed to it, and then
to Hermione, and smiled and nodded encouragingly.

Professor Snape was still standing behind her. “Let me put it on for you, Miss Granger, so
great-grandfather can see how it looks.”

She unbuttoned her robes a little so that Septimius could see the pendant against her skin,
then she turned to hand her Professor the necklace and pulled her hair aside so he could
fasten it. His long fingers took a surprisingly long time to do so. As the clasp closed she felt a
tingle of magic, and looked questioningly at Septimius.

“It’s charmed to give the wearer serenity and grace—very useful in a ballroom and on formal
social occasions. My dear, it looks lovely on you. You’re almost as beautiful as she was...” His
voice caught a little.

At this, Hermione enveloped the austere old man in a firm hug, weeping unashamedly into his
soft white hair. “Oh, Septimius. Thank you. And I’m so sorry.”
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“There, there, my dear. Don’t cry. I’ll be seeing her soon enough, you know.” Hermione cried
even harder, and he rubbed her back sympathetically for a while. She thought she heard a few
sniffles from him, as well.

Hermione had almost recovered and was beginning to pull away when she heard Professor
Snape sigh melodramatically. “Just what I wanted for Christmas: front row seats to watch
Gryffindors weep on each other’s shoulders. How exciting,” said the Potions Master in his most
sarcastic voice.

Septimius snorted and Hermione shot her professor a hurt look. Then, suddenly realizing what
she’d heard, Hermione turned to Septimius in surprise. “You’re a Gryffindor?”

“I was, yes, almost a century and a half ago.”

She was still puzzled. “But I don’t understand. I thought you said your feud with the
Headmaster was a Gryffindor-Slytherin thing.”

The old man smiled at her affectionately. “It was, of course. Albus was a Slytherin—and as
slimy a snake as they come. Hadn’t you noticed?”

“Of course he was a Slytherin,” said Professor Snape with a grin. “Surely, Miss Granger, you
didn’t imagine that the Dark Lord would fear a Gryffindor!””

~*~

Christmas Day passed swiftly for Hermione. After breakfasting with Septimius and his great-
grandson, Hermione met her friends to exchange thanks and exclamations over their gifts.
Ginny had got a broom, too, nimbler than Hermione’s but not as stable, so of course all of
them had to troop out behind the house to try them out. Hermione found that her new broom
really did make a difference; she swooped around quite daringly, and landed with élan on the
terrace where Septimius and Professor Snape had come to watch her, in order to thank them
again. Snape looked at her broom seriously and made some small adjustments to the stability
charms, and then he showed her a slightly different handgrip more suited to a broom of this
type. Hermione thanked him and hugged Septimius again and then flew off to join her friends.
This time, she and Ron defeated Ginny and Harry, although she suspected the other two of not
playing as competitively as they might have, so that Septimius could have the pleasure of
congratulating Hermione and Ron on their victory.

Luncheon was light, after which the ladies were encouraged to take naps, as the evening’s Ball
would last until the early morning. Hermione wondered if she should go read to Septimius, but
when she asked Timothy, he told her that his master would be seeing Mr. Rookwood and then
taking a nap himself. So she and Ginny returned to the Lilac Room, almost too excited to
sleep. Hermione took a deep breath and told Ginny about Harry’s theory that Professor Snape
was taking a romantic interest in her.

Ginny was not at all as shocked as Hermione had expected her to be. “It’s hardly impossible,
Hermione. The age difference will be nothing five years from now. And you’ve been thrown
together with him constantly during what must be a very difficult time for him, returning to his
childhood home and his great-grandfather after such a long estrangement. He’s probably been
feeling vulnerable and in need of womanly sympathy. And, of course, he’s had to defend you
from anti-Muggle magic and worry about your safety in a place that is dangerous for you. Men
always love it when women are vulnerable and they can be knights in shining armor. They
enjoy feeling protective.”

“Maybe. But I still think I’m ridiculously young for him. And surely he couldn’t do anything
about it until I’ve graduated, anyway. I’m his student, after all.” Hermione shook her head in
dismay.

“Well, that probably bothers him, too. But I bet it doesn’t bother Mr. Snape in the slightest.
Even before you mentioned it, I thought that he seemed to be pushing the two of you
together. He wants Snape to marry, obviously, and he clearly likes you. And from the
perspective of one-hundred and sixty, a twenty year age difference is like nothing. So, of
course Snape has to court you a little.”

“But why would his great-grandfather’s opinion matter?
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“Are you joking?” Ginny asked incredulously. “Of course it matters. Marriages among pure-
bloods are usually arranged by the head of the family. If his great-grandfather asked him to,
he’d surely ask you out after graduation. He‘d probably even propose to you. He wouldn’t
expect to love you or that you would love him, not at the beginning. That’s not at all unusual.”

“It sounds terribly... cold. I can’t see it.”

Ginny sighed. “But would it really be so horrible, Hermione? After all, he’s really brilliant, and
you both love books and potions. And he’s much less of a Quidditch fanatic than Ron and
Harry.” One of Hermione’s greatest complaints during the period that she and Ron were dating
was his total lack of interest in anything besides Quidditch and (theoretical) sex. “And, of
course,” Ginny continued, “he’s going to be really rich when Mr. Snape dies, which makes a lot
of things easier in a marriage. You should have seen the invitations he sent for the house
party—the lettering and a little picture of the Hall were all covered with heavy gold leaf. Bill
said it’d probably be worth about a week of Dad’s salary if we melted it down.”

“Well, it’s nice to be rich, of course. But it would be hard to be married to a spy—he’s in such
danger all the time. And we all used to wonder if he was really on Voldemort’s side, and so
many of my friends hate and fear him. And if he was just being nice to me because Septimius
wanted him to, he might stop, and then where would I be? I don’t even know what a pure-
blood marriage would be like—what would be expected of me! Galleons make life a lot easier,
but that’s not the only important thing in a marriage.” Hermione sounded a little hysterical,
even to herself.

“Of course not. But you seem to me to be getting along very well with him, at least here. And
Mum said you seemed really happy to be working with him on the potion for Ron. She thought
it was because of Ron, of course, but she did say you spent a lot of time with him, even when
you didn’t have to. So you’re saying you don’t like Snape at all?”

“I don’t know. Yes, well, of course, I like him. I appreciate him more than the rest of you do, I
think, now that I’ve seen him so often after his meetings with Voldemort. It happened quite a
lot when we were at Grimmauld Place last summer, and earlier this month it was up to three
or four times a week. About half the time he would come back injured or suffering from the
Cruciatus Curse and I helped cure him and give him his potion, because it’s hard to take when
you’re shaking that hard. Harry helped me get him to bed, but he stayed out of the way
unless it was really bad, since they irritate each other so easily; and your Mum spent so much
time awake with Ron that we didn’t like to wake her. So I ended up healing him, mostly, and
I’d sit with him, while he slept, to make sure he didn’t need anything or throw himself out of
bed.” She shook her head sadly. “He had horrible nightmares, and sometimes screamed in his
sleep. It was pretty scary, and it’s really made me appreciate what he goes through for us all.”

“So you admire him. But do you think he’s at all attractive?”

“I haven’t really thought about it. Well, I suppose he’s not completely unattractive.” She
hesitated. “He sort of... held me against him for a bit the first evening we were here, and it
felt, I don’t know, comfortable and safe. It made me happy. But not thrilling or sexy or
anything like that; it wasn’t at all exciting, like a crush. And I was a little flirtatious afterwards,
but I think it was mostly just the novelty of being so daring with the evil Potions Master. And I
think he knew that.”

“He ‘sort of held you against him’?

“We’d both had rather a lot to drink, and it had been a very scary day.”

Ginny smiled. “Well, comfortable and safe is a great place to start. And you’ll have plenty of
time to think about it. Dumbledore would kill him if he were to make any sort of move while
you’re still in school.”

“Dumbledore... I wonder. He walked in yesterday morning when I was holding Professor
Snape’s hand and he gave Snape a real dressing down about being self-indulgent. He seemed
really out of line to me, but if he thought I was holding his hand because he’d been trying to
be romantic... yes, that would explain it.”

“Why were you holding his hand, Hermione? You didn’t tell me this bit.”
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Hermione explained about the potion and the poetry, but Ginny seemed unconvinced. “First he
takes you in his arms and then he asks you to read poetry and holds your hand. I don’t know,
Hermione; maybe Harry’s right after all. Maybe he does have feelings for you—maybe that’s
why his great-grandfather is pushing you together.”

“No, I really don’t think that could be it, Ginny. After all, when I kissed him this morning, he
didn’t look at all thrilled about it.”

“You kissed him? And he didn’t give you detention for life? Worse and worse! The man must
be in love!”

“On the cheek, Ginny! I kissed Septimius to thank him for the broom, and, since it was from
both of them, it didn’t seem... fair not to kiss Professor Snape, too.”

“Fair!” Ginny snorted. “First equal rights for house-elves, now equal kisses for Snapes. I think
you need to watch out, Hermione. You’re on a very slippery slope. So what did he look like,
after you kissed him? Angry? Embarrassed? Happy?”

“He looked like he was thinking... sort of calculating.”

“Uh, oh, Hermione. He’s a Slytherin. I think you’re in for it.” Ginny smiled smugly. “And I don’t
think you’re going to mind a bit. Now we really should get some beauty rest. Can I take my
nap here with you? This bed is huge, and the smell of the flowers is heavenly!” And the two
girls snuggled into the bed.

~*~

A few hours later, all five of the young women were gathered in the Lilac Room to dress for
the ball. Rose had brought Daisy, a younger house-elf, to assist her, and they were all very
excited and making suggestions about each other’s robes and hair. Hermione began to
understand the pleasure Lavender and Parvati took in dressing for parties and balls; when you
were with friends, it made a big difference. She liked her two roommates, but they were such
friends that she often felt left out; and they were both so much more popular and naturally
beautiful than she was, she always felt like she had no hope of matching them. Now, however,
she was not so sure. Her dressiest dress robes fit her like a dream—a narrow, strapless white
satin sheath fitting very close to her body, modestly high in front but cut very low in back, slit
up in the back of her legs to her knees to allow her to dance. Over it was an equally narrow
outer robe of gold lamé, with a high Mandarin collar and long tight sleeves, open in the front.
The effect was very proper, but subtly sexy. Her pearl and gold necklace complemented it
perfectly, and earned her considerable envy from the other young women.

Rose was extremely impressed that she’d been given old Mrs. Snape’s favorite necklace, and
she began to treat Hermione with great deference. She put her hair up in a loose mass of
curls, letting single curls fall at her temples and the back of her neck. Again she used the gold
combs, but she advised against flowers, which might detract from the beauty of the necklace.
Hermione looked into the cheval glass with great satisfaction. She only wished that her mother
could see how nice she looked in these robes that they’d selected together.

Hermione thought Ginny looked lovely, too. She wore gauzy, pale green robes, with wide,
trailing sleeves, and a single white gardenia in her hair. Daisy had managed to charm away
most of her freckles—she said, in fact, that she was leaving the ones across her nose because
they were attractive, and Rose agreed. Tonks wore robes in deep red taffeta and made her
hair long, but left it her natural dark brown color, the same as her mother’s. Louise dressed in
lovely dove gray robes with fine black ribbon trim and Janet wore robes of deep sapphire blue
satin that accentuated her eyes and made her look majestic.

As they all finished dressing and were admiring each other, Mrs. Weasley and Mrs. Tonks
arrived. Mrs. Weasley handed each of them a piece of stiff parchment, folded in half to make a
little booklet. Its cover was gilded, its interior was ruled with fourteen lines, and it was
attached to a loop of gold ribbon. Mrs. Weasley explained that they should attach their dance
cards to their wrists with these loops, tighten them with their wands, and wear them
throughout the evening.

“Each gentleman will have a gold quill, and will ask the ladies of his choice for specific dances
before the start of the ball.” said Mrs. Tonks. “When a lady gives a gentleman a dance, he will
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sign his name on the corresponding line of her dance card. If he is particularly fond of the
lady, he may ask for two dances. But to allow any gentleman to take more than two dances
means that the lady is far too interested in him. You young ladies should restrain yourselves
particularly, because there are more men than women tonight, and it would be quite rude to
allow one gentleman to take all your free dances and force other men to sit out.”

She looked sharply at her daughter. “Nymphadora, please return your nose to its true shape;
there’s no need to be sarcastic.

“Now, there are seven dances before supper and seven after,” continued Mrs. Weasley, “and
you will eat supper with your partner for the seventh dance, so be sure to give that one to
someone you’d like to spend a little more time with. We’ll have champagne and canapés in the
drawing room at half past seven—that’s in ten minutes’ time—so the gentlemen can ask for
dances. The dancing begins at eight, supper is served at half past ten, and the ball finishes at
two.”

Mrs. Tonks turned to Hermione. “Miss Granger, Mr. Snape told me to ask you to save your
first dance and the dance before supper. He would like you to begin the ball, and to... For
Merlin’s sake, young lady! Is that Helena Snape’s necklace?”

“Yes, ma’am.” Hermione was taken aback at her vehemence. She hesitated for a moment and
then added an explanation. “Septimius gave it to me this morning. He said it was in apology
for his previous prejudice against people like me.”

Mrs. Tonks nodded doubtfully. “Well, you certainly deserve something for changing such a
bitter, lifelong prejudice. That necklace, though...” She paused, examining Hermione’s face,
and then seemed to come to a decision. “It was a very proper gift of Uncle Septimius, and it
looks quite lovely on you, dear. I hadn’t noticed it before, but you look a little like Aunt
Helena.” She was silent for a moment. “Yes, I see; that’s why he’s so taken with you; he
adored her, and quite rightly. She was an amazing witch.” The aristocratic face softened for a
moment, and then she returned to her instructions. “Right, dear. You are to begin the ball,
and to sit out the seventh dance with Mr. Snape, so he can take you in to supper.”

“I’m not sure what it means to begin the ball. What do I need to do?”

“Oh, it is a mark of great honor that is given, for example, to a daughter of the house who is
coming before society for the first time, or a visitor who is a recent bride, or an honored guest
in the house of the ball’s host, as is the case with you I assume. The host asks her for the first
dance, and they dance alone for a moment before all of the other couples follow them onto the
floor. In this case, I presume this means your first dance will be with Cousin Severus, as
Septimius obviously won’t be dancing.”

Hermione nodded silently, but Ginny gave her a significant look. Then all the girls began to
bustle about, helping to tighten the loops that held little booklets to each other’s wrists. The
Rookwood girls assured them that the programs, though rather old fashioned, worked very
well, since they made it easy for gentlemen to ask for dances and more difficult for them to
forget. Programs also helped the ladies to make sure that two dances weren’t promised to
different gentlemen. They would mostly be dancing with friends, of course, although four
nearby wizarding families had been invited to the ball. None of the young people they were
bringing were young enough that Hermione remembered them as Hogwarts students, but
Tonks, Louise, and Janet knew some of them and were quite pleased to hear that they’d be
coming.

They met Harry and Ron as they all moved out into the corridor. The young men were already
brandishing their gold quills, and each of them quickly signed Hermione’s card, avoiding the
first and seventh slot as she asked. Ron took a hard look at her, and told her she looked very
pretty, and then asked for a second dance, which she agreed to. Harry seemed more taken
with Ginny, however; he’d claimed her first and seventh dance, and was pushing her to give
him the last one as well. Mrs. Weasley was very fond of Harry, but she nonetheless stepped in
and reminded Ginny that she could not agree to any such thing. So he moved on with Ron to
the other young women, and Hermione was pleased to see Ron also asking for a second dance
from Janet Rookwood. She was somewhat older, but from what Hermione had seen, they were
probably well matched. Harry was asking Tonks to let him have two as well.
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It was very exciting to enter the drawing room, to be handed a glass of champagne, and to
suddenly have men asking if they could sign her dance card. Remus took a dance, and the
other Weasleys, except Charlie, took a dance each. Hermione supposed Charlie was still a little
miffed at her for spoiling his capture of the Snitch, but perhaps it was just that he was busy
filling the dance cards of the Rookwood girls. Bill seemed to be begging extra dances from
Louise Rookwood and Tonks. Ginny seemed a little overwhelmed, and it suddenly occurred to
Hermione that she was at a disadvantage, since so many of the men present were her
brothers. But a moment later Remus claimed two of Ginny’s dances, and Professor Snape
appeared afterwards to do the same. Then Ginny was approached by a very tall young man
from one of the neighboring families, who introduced himself and enthusiastically signed her
dance card twice. Professor Dumbledore bowed to Hermione and asked her for the third
dance, one of the few that were still open. He then took the following dance with Ginny, whose
card was now becoming as full as Hermione’s.

“Miss Granger, you look very lovely this evening. May I have the honor of a dance or two?”

Hermione turned in surprise to see Professor Snape straightening from a deep bow, and she
curtseyed automatically.

“It is amazing how quickly I’ve got into the habit of curtseying,” she said worriedly as she
rose. “I’m going to be curtseying to everyone at Hogwarts if I don’t watch myself.”

“I’m sure you’ll manage to control it after a few days,” he said comfortingly. “A pity, really;
my Slytherins would be so impressed. I’ve been told many times that a graceful curtsey is the
true mark of a pure-blood witch.” He smirked, and she laughed to think of Draco Malfoy’s
dismay. Professor Snape was looking almost handsome this evening. His hair was pulled back
and tied, and the heavy dark brown velvet dress robes made his eyes look warmer and more
chocolate than black. No one really has black eyes, Hermione thought irrelevantly. Why had
she thought he did?

She held up her hand so that he could take the card. “Actually, I’ve been instructed to save
the first one for you, sir,” she said. “A duty dance, I understand.”

He looked up at her quizzically as he wrote his name on the top line. “Does that mean that I
may have two more ordinary ones? To demonstrate that I’m not asking you solely out of
duty?”

“We were instructed that to allow three dances would be a tremendous violation of decorum
and hospitality, Professor. But you may have one more, if you’d like.”

“May I have the dance before dinner?”

“Sorry, no. I’ve been asked to save that one for your great-grandfather. Could you write his
name there for me? People keep trying to take it.”

“He’ll want to sign your card himself. What a pity he’s so greedy! And George Weasley has
taken the last dance, too. That’s my other favorite; young ladies are so sleepy by that time of
the morning that one can take all sorts of liberties with them.” He sighed dramatically and
then signed his name again. “I suppose I shall take the penultimate dance and hope you tire
easily.”

“Sir, I think you may be flirting inappropriately.”

“Nonsense, Miss Granger, this is a Ball. Any amount of flirting is appropriate. Now take my
arm, and I’ll see if I can steer you through this throng to my great-grandfather’s chair.” The
crowd was, in fact, fairly thick, and Professor Snape tucked her arm under his to pull her a bit
closer to him. As they made their way through the crowd, he bent his head down to her and
said very softly, “You really are quite, quite beautiful this evening, Miss Granger, and great-
grandmother’s necklace is perfect on you. He will be so pleased.”

“Thank you, sir. I hope so,” Hermione answered, surprised but pleased.

They reached the old man’s sedan chair, and he was very complimentary indeed about her
appearance. He asked her to turn so he could examine the effect of the necklace from every
angle, and pronounced it exceeded in beauty only by her smile. Hermione smiled at him again
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in thanks, and then offered him her dance card so that he could sign his name for the seventh
dance.

The old man’s brow furrowed. “I see my great-grandson has only put his name down for two
dances! He didn’t dare to ask for a third? Well, I suppose it’s hardly fair of me to expect
courage from a Slytherin.”

“On the contrary, sir,” the Professor said, “I asked for three, but your favorite here is a stingy
witch, and she would only give me two. She insisted it would violate decorum or propriety or
something equally ridiculous.”

“Nonsense,” Septimius responded. “It’s just that if she gave you three dances, everyone would
know that she likes you very, very much. I don’t see the problem with that; do you,
Hermione? You do like Severus very, very much, don’t you?”

Hermione blushed under his teasing stare. “There are too few of us women, sir. We were told
it would be rude for us to allow any one gentleman to monopolize us. I would hate to do
anything that would prevent your guests from enjoying your party, Septimius.”

He nodded in mock resignation, kissed her hand, and gathered himself into his sedan chair,
and turned to his great-grandson. “I’ll give you ten more minutes, Severus. That ought to
leave everyone enough time to find partners. After that I’ll expect to see you and your partner
in the ballroom.”

Mr. Rookwood now approached Hermione and asked for her remaining dance. She was a bit
disappointed, since she had hoped that Charlie would ask for it; but she had decided that this
was Septimius’s evening, and she thought he’d be pleased if she danced with his friend, so she
promptly offered him her program. They chatted briefly about his granddaughters and about
Hogwarts, and he procured Hermione another glass of champagne.

Professor Snape appeared again after a few minutes to claim her. He relieved her of her
champagne with a raised eyebrow. “Your second glass, isn’t that, Miss Granger? Not wise. Not
only is drunkenness inappropriate in a Head Girl, but you‘ll want to keep your wits about you
to fend off those liberties I mentioned earlier.”

“Liberties. I see. Do you mean, for example, that a gentleman might take the liberty of taking
away my drink without asking? I only had two sips of the first glass, you know. And even less
of that one.”

“I apologize, Miss Granger. I simply thought that a seventeen-year-old might be unaware of
the effect of champagne. The bubbles increase the speed with which the alcohol is absorbed,
you know; that’s why the headache potion is also effervescent. It’s the same effect.”

“I’m eighteen, actually,” she said as he led her to the door, “and I have an excellent Potions
Master, so I’m well aware of the principle. How many glasses have you had, sir?”

He leaned down and spoke softly in her ear again. “None. I find you quite sufficiently
intoxicating, Miss Granger. I hardly need anything more.”

“I see,” she said coolly. “Aren’t you at all afraid that I might take liberties, then?”

The silky voice became a little rough. “I dare you to try, young lady. I dare you to try.”

She shivered slightly, but managed to keep her voice passably level. “I wish you would speak
a little louder, Professor Snape. Ron and Harry will never believe you’ve said such things to
me if I don’t have witnesses.”

“That’s rather the point, Miss Granger,” Professor Snape said smoothly, steering her down the
stairs to the ballroom.

~o0o~
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Chapter 9 – The Christmas Ball
~o0o~

Summary: Hermione enjoys the Ball, but Boxing Day brings her new things to think about.

~*~

The ballroom of Houndsnape Hall was on the ground floor, directly below the drawing room.
Professor Snape had waved at it as they first entered Houndsnape Hall, but when Harry and
Hermione had peeked into it during their early explorations, it had been dark and draped in
dustsheets, like the room above. Now, however, it had been transformed. As they approached
the open double doors, music wafted out into the cool central hall, a plaintive Muggle song
Hermione associated with old movies about the Second World War. With Professor Snape’s
arm still in hers, she walked through the doors to begin the ball.

The room was incredibly opulent, with elaborate plaster moldings around the frames of the
tall, paired windows and the large framed mirrors between them, all thoroughly gilded. Like
the drawing room above it, the ballroom had windows on both of its long walls, looking out
onto the glistening, snow-covered landscape that surrounded the house. In a low voice,
Professor Snape pointed out that for summer balls, the windows on the far side of the room
could be opened so that couples could dance under the stars on the terrace beyond them. It
was too cold for such romance tonight, but the room’s decorations mimicked the effect. A full
moon shone from the vaulted, starry ceiling, glinting off the mirrors and the snow outside the
windows and filling the room with a silvery light. Hermione was concerned for a moment about
Remus Lupin, but realized quickly that the moon must be an illusion, since the real full moon
was still two weeks away. Tiny glowing silver balls floated just below the ceiling, casting
enough additional illumination to allow the room’s occupants to see without dispelling the
effect of darkness and moonlight.

Hermione observed herself in one of the long mirrors. Her gold outer robe was glittering with a
thousand tiny lights, while the white satin inner robes glowed softly. The setting was perfect
for her robes, she thought, smiling. As they moved farther into the room she noted a spotlight
shining on a platform at its far end, where a small orchestra accompanied a sultry blonde
singer in a sparkly red dress. The room set off her dress as well, and Hermione realized that
everyone would look beautiful here, against the gold walls and illuminated by the soft silver
light. Professor Snape turned them to face a recess in the opposite end wall, near the
entrance, where gold curtains were tied back to reveal a raised area like an opera box,
approached by a short flight of stairs. It had many comfortable armchairs from which those
sitting out might watch the dancing. Mr. Snape, Mr. and Mrs. Tonks, and Albus Dumbledore
sat together along the front railing. Snape bowed to his great-grandfather, and Hermione
followed his lead and curtseyed. The room was filling quickly now, although no one had begun
dancing. At a signal from Mr. Snape, the orchestra finished its song and began to play “Misty,”
and Professor Snape grasped Hermione’s hand and waist firmly and steered her out onto the
dance floor.

For a few terrifying minutes, they danced over the polished hardwood floor alone, and
Hermione felt the eyes of the entire room fixed on them. She needed every ounce of grace
and serenity that her charmed necklace gave her, and then suddenly, to her relief, they were
surrounded by dancing couples. She let out her breath, and her professor snorted softly.

“Ah, Gryffindor courage. It’s very brave of you to dance with Hogwarts’ most feared professor,
Miss Granger.”

“Or second most feared, sir.” She laughed softly. “I think you have some serious competition.
After Septimius’s demonstration of his classroom manner, I shall find yours quite tame by
comparison.”

“I sincerely hope not. If I sense the slightest reduction in your terror of me, I shall have to
take a truly appalling quantity of points from Gryffindor.”

She smiled at him wryly. “Why do I suspect that you aren’t joking, Professor Snape?”

“Perhaps because I’m not joking at all, Miss Granger,” he answered archly.
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“I know, sir,” she said sadly. “It’s such a pity that you have to make us all terrified of you.”

“It’s not entirely a pose you know. Taking points from Gryffindor and to a lesser extent from
the other houses can be quite amusing. I enjoy my role tremendously most of the time.” After
a pause, he continued in a more serious voice. “Speaking of roles, I am sorry that your innate
politeness to your host and respect for age should compel you to play such an unpleasant one.
You have tolerated admirably my great-grandfather’s attempts these past few weeks to throw
you into my arms and bring you into our family. I’ve been rather impressed. I appreciate your
forbearance. It’s only another week and then we’ll be back to normal.”

“I don’t find that role particularly unpleasant, Professor.”

He gave a skeptical snort. “Do not attempt to flirt when I’m talking to you seriously, please,
Miss Granger.”

“You said yourself that flirting was always appropriate at a ball, sir.” She looked up at him
impatiently. “But in fact I’m not flirting in the least. I’ve been thinking about it. Ginny noticed
what Septimius was doing and asked if I minded, and I thought about it. I told her that I
found you interesting to talk to and that you make me feel comfortable and safe. Not romantic
or besotted or dizzy or anything like that. Don’t worry: I haven’t got a crush on you, and I
won’t annoy you later. I know you don’t mean anything by all this, sir, and that it’s just a role.
But I’ve enjoyed it—enjoyed the chance to know you a little better.”

He stood back a little and looked at her very hard, his face unusually perplexed. “Comfortable
and safe? That’s a rather... unusual reaction, Miss Granger.”

“I found it unexpected, too. But Ginny didn’t seem surprised. I suppose she trusts you, too; all
of us do, really, even Harry and Ron. We all know something about what you’ve had to do for
the past two and a half years, now, and we admire and respect you for it. We do our best to
help. And as I said, playing this role doesn’t bother me at all. It’s not difficult.”

He continued to look at her wordlessly for a moment and then slowly pulled her quite close to
him for a few bars. After that he relaxed a little, though she still couldn’t move away from him
far enough to see his face. They finished the dance in silence, and he passed her to Ron with a
silent, serious bow.

Hermione found dancing with Ron very pleasant and restful. She was still thrilled by his return
from the catatonic state of the previous months, and their brief romance the previous year
had left them very comfortable together—while they each felt secure of the other’s affection,
neither felt any pressure to turn that affection into romance. Between the lack of pressure and
Ron’s improved control over his arms and legs, they danced together quite smoothly. And,
rather to Hermione’s surprise, he wanted to talk about schoolwork. He’d been reading the
work he’d missed, and he had some questions about some of the principles they’d been
studying in transfiguration. She was pleased by the insight and effort his questions showed,
and she explained the bits that she could, while agreeing that Professor McGonagall should be
asked about the ones that she couldn’t.

Ron handed her off to Dumbledore, and Hermione faced the Headmaster with some
trepidation. She was still quite angry with him for his harsh reprimand of Professor Snape and
for being so brusque with her. However, he smiled at her kindly and whirled her energetically
onto the floor.

“I owe you an apology, Miss Granger,” he said once they had joined the other dancers. “I
misunderstood the situation between you and Professor Snape yesterday morning. As
Headmaster of a school, you know, I have to be very careful about maintaining proper
relations between faculty and students. He seemed so well, I thought he was exploiting your
sympathy and exaggerating his need for your...care. But Remus explained the real situation.
Thank you for making the potion for him.”

“You’re welcome, sir. And I apologize if I paid less attention to the appearance of things than I
should have. He’s been called so frequently this past month; I was becoming rather used to
taking care of his injuries at Grimmauld Place. There was no one around there to jump to the
wrong conclusions. I shall be more careful in the future.”
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“I understand. And Septimius, the old fool, is trying to play matchmaker between the two of
you, you know. I’ve explained to him how impossibly dangerous such a thing would be, given
your professor’s situation, but he refuses to give up his little fantasy. That, perhaps, made me
more suspicious. Unfortunately, for various reasons, it is important that Severus not appear to
resist his attempts.”

“I understand, sir.” Hermione decided not to defend Septimius. It would clearly be hopeless
after so long a rivalry. “Mr. Prewett said some rather indiscreet things about a will when we
first arrived, and I couldn’t help but conclude...”

“Insightful as always, Miss Granger. We hardly need say more. But I hope this will not mislead
you into mistaking your professor’s motives. He is only appearing to be... interested in you to
please his great-grandfather.”

“No, sir, I won’t. Professor Snape and I were just discussing that.” Dumbledore’s eyebrows
rose sharply. “He was apologizing—he thought that I would find having his company forced
upon me unpleasant, which it is not. I assured him that I don’t have a crush on him, but that
dancing with him felt comfortable and that I enjoy his company. He seemed rather surprised.”

“I can see why. It would be alarming if you felt ‘comfortable’ in his classroom, you realize,
Miss Granger. He has other roles to play and more important façades to maintain.”

“Do give me a bit of credit, sir,” she said very softly, but with a slight edge to her voice. “I’ve
known about his work as a spy for over two years now, and I realize that to treat us other
than he does could cost him his life. I like the man; I think he needs people to like him. But I
am also fully capable of hiding my feelings, and I understand the consequences of any failure.
It will not be a problem.”

“I sincerely hope not. And, should your liking for Professor Snape seem to progress to
anything more, remember that the power imbalances in a teacher-student relationship can
often produce the illusion of love—a response to the respect, admiration, trust, and gratitude
for praise that students often feel for their teachers. You should be very suspicious of such
feelings, Miss Granger; they are particularly difficult for an inexperienced young person to
evaluate. The ban on fraternization is very much for your protection, you know. But in this
particular case, any violation of it might be fatal for Professor Snape. I could not protect him if
the relationship that Septimius seems to be encouraging should develop.”

“Yes, sir, I understand.” Hermione gave the Headmaster a genuine smile. It must be difficult,
she thought, not to be overly suspicious, but not to be too lenient, either. He really was
concerned for both her and her professor. “I can see that you must walk a fine line. My Muggle
friends have talked about relationships like that at their schools. They usually hurt the student
most; but those Muggle teachers weren’t Death Eaters who would be ruthlessly killed if they
were seen to be too sympathetic with a Muggle-born witch.”

“Exactly, my dear. I see that I can trust you with this.”

Hermione smiled at him sweetly. “You can, and I really wish you would, sir,” she said a little
plaintively. She curtseyed to him, however, when he thanked her for the dance. She felt
rather relieved to be able to abandon her anger at a man she respected so much.

A succession of Weasleys claimed her for the next few dances, and after an extremely
energetic turn with Fred, Hermione was glad of the chance to sit by Septimius and gossip with
him about the dancers. They both admired Professor McGonagall and Mr. Rookwood, who were
dancing a very complicated and romantic figure together in a practiced manner, their old-
fashioned steps meshing perfectly and effortlessly. After watching them for a while, Septimius
asked her about Tonks, who was dancing rather awkwardly with Professor Snape, and then
about the Weasley brothers, who had offered him a Bunny Bonbon during the cocktail hour.
The old man was very amused by her story of their fireworks, their swamp, and their abrupt
exit from Hogwarts on brooms in their seventh year, during the brief tenure of Headmistress
Umbridge.

“I haven’t seen Dolores Umbridge since she was thirteen,” Septimus said scathingly, “but she
was a sly, stupid, and sadistic little girl, and I’ve no doubt she still is. Completely incapable at
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Potions and everything else as well, according to the staff room gossip. Practically a squib.
Looked just like an ugly little toad, too.”

Hermione assured him that she still did, and told him about what she’d done to Harry with her
sadistic pen and how she had been tricked into visiting the Forbidden Forest and been carried
off by centaurs. He laughed and told Hermione he was proud of her, that it had served the
horrible witch right.

Christmas dinner was very pleasant. The large dining hall had been filled with round tables lit
with many candles, and Septimius corralled his great-grandson and Tonks to sit with them.
Ginny and Harry joined them, as did Bill and Louise, though these two couples seemed to have
eyes only for each other and maintained separate, mostly whispered conversations. The other
four, however, were quite merry and talked of Umbridge and Cornelius Fudge and various
other scurrilous characters with great enjoyment. Septimius was in a very happy mood, but
Hermione could see that he was growing tired. Professor Snape apparently saw the same
signs, since he suggested that his great-grandfather retire and allow him to perform the duties
a host owed to his guests for the remainder of the ball.

“See that you do everything that I’ve instructed you to, then,” Septimius said, giving his
great-grandson a meaningful look. “I will know if you don’t.”

Harry and Hermione exchanged amused glances, and Hermione turned to Professor Snape.
“Now we know where that comes from!”

Snape merely smiled smugly at her, and then he rose, bowed to Septimius, and summoned
the elves. Hermione walked alongside the sedan as her friend was carried upstairs so as to say
goodnight to him in his room. She thanked him for a lovely Christmas and again for the broom
and the necklace. It was sad that he tired so easily and couldn’t stay to enjoy his own party,
she thought. She gave him a long hug and then, at his insistence, returned to the party. He
was delighted that she’d be dancing with his old friend Mr. Rookwood and didn’t want her to
keep the man waiting.

Hermione felt a bit less excited and enthusiastic about the ball after dinner. She was beginning
to wish she had taken a longer nap and to wonder whether she would be able to resist the
liberties Professor Snape had threatened. Mr. Rookwood, who claimed her hand soon after she
returned from Septimius’s room, certainly took no liberties whatsoever. He was a very formal,
dignified man, with a mop of unruly white hair and a very square jaw, and he would have been
quite intimidating were it not for the mischievous glint in his hazel eyes.

“I am delighted to have the chance to talk with you, Miss Granger. Minerva has just been
bragging to me about you; and of course Septimius has been singing your praises to me by
owl since soon after your arrival here. But, to my regret, he has monopolized you so
thoroughly that I have had no chance to make your acquaintance.”

Hermione smiled a bit sheepishly. “It hasn’t been entirely his fault. My friend Ron has just
recovered from a very dangerous curse, and I’m afraid that Harry and Ginny and I have been
spending a lot of time with him.”

“You’re a very loyal friend, I perceive.”

“I hope so, sir; but I am so fond of my friends that it is really selfishness as much as loyalty,
I’m afraid.”

“Well, I hope you will be an equally loyal member of the Snape family,” Mr. Rookwood said,
smiling at her startled look. “Septimius has taken to you like a long-lost daughter, and I hope
you will return his affection. I think you remind him a little of his wife. Helena’s necklace looks
lovely on you.”

Hermione smiled her thanks. “I’m very fond of Septimius, sir. He’s been extremely kind to me,
especially given the prejudices he held about Muggle-born witches before. I don’t think such
prejudices should to be respected, exactly, but I do appreciate the difficulty of overcoming
them, especially so late in life. That’s the main reason I accepted this necklace, you know—he
said it was a kind of apology, and I didn’t want to refuse. I hope you don’t think I was wrong
to take such a valuable family ornament.”
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“No, not at all. It is his right to pass on such baubles, and it seems to me very well bestowed.
He very much enjoys your company, and I am very pleased to see him spend what is sure to
be his last Christmas so happily. It is my job, you know, to look after the welfare of the Snape
family.”

“That must be a considerable chore. From what Septimius had told me, the Snapes have had a
terrible run of bad luck.”

“More miscalculation than bad luck, I think. But they are a good lot at heart, really. I began
my career working for Septimius’s father, and before that I went to school with his son—we
were housemates. They were all stubborn, lonely men, and several of their wives were quite
miserable. Septimius, however, had the good fortune to be married to Helena, and they were
truly happy. In many ways, she was the saving of him.”

“Yes, but it must have been hard for him to have so many of his descendants involve
themselves with Dark wizards.”

“Very difficult and disheartening indeed, although it is a problem that many families have
these days. I understand that you took part in that battle in the Department of Mysteries that
resulted in my third cousin’s incarceration two years ago. We are very ashamed of Augustus,
but it is difficult for many of us pure-bloods to resist the lure of power.”

“I’m sorry, sir.”

“You needn’t be. I’m sure he’s completely unrepentant. We find it equally difficult to admit
error when our grasping for power leads us in directions we don’t want to go.” He lowered his
voice. “I find young Severus’s decision to turn against the Dark Lord highly admirable.
Obviously, it took courage to risk the retaliation of his previous colleagues, but what I really
admire is that he had the courage to admit that he had taken the wrong path. Many would be
capable of the former—bravery requires only optimism and willingness to risk suffering pain—
but few men can face their own mistakes and change their minds and actions accordingly.
Aside from Severus, the only other example can think of is Septimius’s renouncing of his
prejudice against Muggle-borns. Not that he did not have a tempting inducement.”

Hermione dropped a slight curtsey at the compliment and then asked him about his own work.
Her question led to a discussion of the differences between wizard and Muggle law that carried
them to the end of their dance. He bowed and thanked her for the dance and conversation and
hoped they might have opportunities of talking again in the future, and she agreed that she
would enjoy that.

After Mr. Rookwood’s departure, Hermione danced with Harry, with Ron again, with Bill, and
with Remus, all of whom were very restful, although Remus admitted that the artificial full
moon made him a bit nervous. He danced very smoothly and rhythmically, however, and
Hermione’s eyelids were beginning to droop as he thanked her for the dance and handed her
over to Professor Snape.

The professor led her out onto the floor again. “Are you enjoying the ball, Miss Granger?”

“Yes, it’s been lovely, thank you, Professor. I must admit that you’re right though; I’m
beginning to get quite sleepy.”

“I see. And you’re suggesting that you’d like me to take advantage of that?”

“I’m suggesting nothing of the kind, sir, only that...” she began indignantly, and then she
gasped as his left hand snaked around her waist under the heavy gold outer robes, slipping
across the satin and coming to rest on her back, left bare by the plunging back of her inner
robes.

“How very nice,” he murmured in a surprised voice. “Does that disturb you, Miss Granger? Are
you offended?”

She considered. It felt rather nice, actually. His hand was warm and strong and supportive.
“No, it’s all right. You just startled me—your hand is a little rough. And I’m puzzled about why
you’re being so flirtatious when Septimius isn’t watching us.”
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He looked at her thoughtfully. “I suppose it was in the nature of an experiment, Miss Granger.
And if it doesn’t offend you, it appears to have succeeded.” He smirked slightly. “I thought it
would be worth the risk, since you didn’t seem the type to slap a gentleman and cause a
scene.”

She looked up at him a little reproachfully. “Not if he’s acting like a gentleman, no.” She
smiled reminiscently. “I did slap Draco Malfoy once, though. So you shouldn’t presume too
much, sir.”

“Did you?” he said, pulling her closer. “I’m sure the little twit richly deserved it,” he whispered.

She snorted softly in agreement and then leaned her cheek against his shoulder and danced
with him in silence for a while. It was odd to feel his heartbeat. So many of her friends at
school thought he didn’t have a heart, but here was clear proof that he did. It seemed to be
beating rather more quickly than she would have expected, too. He had begun moving his
thumb back and forth across her vertebra, she noticed. It made her feel a little odd, rather as
if something inside her was melting. She sighed, relaxing into the feeling, enjoying it, letting
herself melt for a moment, but then she felt she must resist the temptation and pulled herself
together. He was very easy to dance with, she thought, probably because he led with such
relaxed confidence. Slowly, however, she realized that a part of her professor was definitely
not relaxed.

“Um, sir. I think perhaps...”

“Of course, Miss Granger. I do beg your pardon. I wasn’t thinking.” His hand slipped away and
he stepped back and bowed to her slightly before replacing it on the outside of robes and
resuming their dance leaving a little more distance between them. She searched about for
something neutral to say, but her mind seemed to have gone blank so they danced in silence
until the song neared its end.

“Who is your final partner for the evening, Miss Granger? I should perhaps begin to look for
him for you.”

“George Weasley, sir.” She laughed. “I don’t know what possessed me to give him the last
dance. He and Fred are such... energetic dancers—they’re really exhausting. I suppose the
exercise will guarantee that I sleep well, however.”

Snape smirked. “Well, perhaps you’ll get a reprieve.” He bowed to her as the music stopped,
and they both began to look around for George.

“Hermione?” Mrs. Weasley appeared beside them and spoke apologetically. “I’m so sorry,
dear, but George has got a bit tipsy on the champagne. He claims he only had three glasses,
but he can hardly walk and is certainly in no condition to dance. Perhaps you can find
someone else who is without a partner, dear?”

Hermione looked around, but the crowd had thinned, and the ballroom was empty except for
the couples moving out onto the floor. She noticed that Ginny had given Harry his third dance
and winked at her. Ginny smiled back happily for a second; then she noticed her mother, and
her eyes widened for a moment before she hurriedly pulled herself and her partner behind
another couple.

Molly had clearly found no alternative partners, either. “Severus? Are you engaged for this
dance? No? Excellent. Perhaps you can dance with Hermione, then. I’d hate to have her sit out
the last dance.”

“I would be delighted, of course,” he said formally. “But it would be our third dance, and I
wouldn’t want anyone to think...”

“Oh, nonsense! No one is counting; but if anyone reproaches you, just say that I asked you,
as a favor, since my son has been so thoughtless.”

“As long as you’re sure it wouldn’t be improper...”

Molly shook her head and smiled at Hermione. “George will be very apologetic in the morning,
I assure you, dear. Thank you, Severus.”
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The orchestra swung into “Night and Day,” and Hermione smiled at Professor Snape before
she was once again taken into his arms. “I love Cole Porter,” she said, “and this is really his
best.”

The professor bent his head slightly and sang very softly along into her ear, an octave lower
than the sultry blonde at the other end of the room. ”Night and Day, you are the one...”

His voice was deep, melodious, and perfectly in tune; and he clearly knew every word of the
Muggle song. Hermione suddenly felt rather dizzy, and her face flushed. Great, she thought,
all I have to do is assure him that he doesn’t make me dizzy, and a few hours later, he does.
It must be all the champagne. “I think of you...night and day.” He finished the verse, and they
danced silently for a while. Yes, just the champagne. Champagne. A reprieve.

“Professor Snape?”

“Miss Granger?”

“Just out of idle curiosity, what did you put in George’s champagne?”

“Nothing whatsoever,” he said indignantly. “How very conceited you are, Miss Granger, to
assume I would spike someone’s drink just to have the privilege of dancing with you.”

“I’m sorry, sir.” She looked away, embarrassed. She should stop even trying to flirt, she
thought, if it was going to put her in such mortifying positions.

They danced silently for a few bars, and then her professor continued. “Put something in his
champagne indeed! How cliché!” he scoffed indignantly, shaking his head. “It was in a canapé
I offered him, actually. No one would ever suspect that a canapé might be inebriating. It was
an unusually concentrated Draught of Drunkenness, injected into a caper. He’ll be fine.”

Hermione smiled delightedly in her sudden relief. “How... subtle. Your great-grandfather will
be very proud of you.”

“No, he would have preferred me to intimidate you into giving me a third dance openly, so
that everyone would think you were besotted with me and I with you. Albus would have had
both our hides. The Slytherin way is perhaps less satisfying to a man’s ego, but it has the
advantage of giving me what I wanted while saving your reputation. Much safer.”

“Poor George.”

“It’s his own fault. After all the magically tainted food he and his twin have attempted
unsuccessfully to foist off on me over the years, he should certainly know better than to eat
anything I give him. He’ll be at my door tomorrow morning asking for the recipe.”

“Probably,” she laughed and then looked at him oddly. “You say ‘attempted unsuccessfully.’
Do you mean that the Bunny Bonbon was the first time you’ve been tricked into eating one of
their concoctions?”

“It was indeed. You see, I trust you, Miss Granger.”

She was silent a moment, rather abashed, and then said softly, “I’m glad you still put that in
the present tense. I’m sorry to have tricked you, sir.”

“Don’t be. Great-grandfather was very amused. He was still chuckling about it this evening.
And I think the fact that I did not immediately murder you both was what convinced him
finally that I am no longer a follower of the Dark Lord. The lack of any sense of humor
whatsoever appears to be the true Dark Mark.”

The music came to an end, and he released her and bowed his thanks. “If you don’t mind
waiting a moment, Miss Granger, I must see people out. Then I’ll walk you up to your room.
Unless you’re so sleepy you’d like to go right away?”

“No, I don’t mind waiting.”

Hermione stood slightly behind Professor Snape as he said goodnight and accepted the thanks
of the remaining guests. Mr. Rookwood was the last to go to bed.
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“I’ve paid the musicians, Severus, but you should probably say a few words to them. It was a
wonderful party. Septimius was furious that you and Albus forced him to hold it, but I think it’s
been very good for him. I’ve not seen him so animated and entertained in years.” He stopped
and looked at them for a moment, his eyes glinting with amusement. “You know, in this light,
I could almost think that the two of you were Septimius and Helena, many, many years ago.
It’s that necklace, in part, I suppose. It really suits you, Miss Granger.”

“Thank you, sir.”

“I’ll speak to the musicians, sir,” Snape said. “Do you think a case of champagne might be
appreciated as well?”

“Very much, I’m sure. Good night, Severus. Miss Granger.” He bowed and left.

Professor Snape thanked the musicians and gave them the champagne, and Hermione
expressed her appreciation for their talent and her enjoyment of their effort as well. Then
Timothy assembled the other house-elves, who were still reveling in the happiness of having
such a large party to serve. They were thanked and given a case of champagne as well, for
Timothy to dispense at festive occasions.

“The house-elves at Houndsnape Hall seem unusually willing to accept thanks, Professor,”
Hermione said as they left the ballroom. “Why is that, sir?”

“You’ll find that true of many of the older families. Most of the elves at Hogwarts have been
rescued from abusive situations. And you’ve noticed, of course, that many of the senior
house-elves here wear clothes. I was particularly glad to see that Timothy had taken clothes.
We grew up together, you know. I was pleased to learn he’d made a success of life.”

“They are paid, then?”

“No, they don’t want pay. They are free to leave, though most of them don’t. And whether or
not they leave, the family will take care of them if they become ill and when they become too
old to serve. They are generally a happy community, and they take great pride in their
service. It’s not a bad life.”

“Rose certainly seems happy. She’s been wonderful; I’ve never felt so beautiful in my life, and
it is entirely her doing.”

“Not entirely, surely,” he said, looking at her with a bemused smile. “Why are we talking about
elves, Miss Granger?” He took her hand and kissed it as they reached her door. “I have quite
enjoyed flirting with you this evening. It’s been kind of you to allow me to do so. Thank you
for your patience.”

“Not at all, sir. I’ve enjoyed it, too. I shall miss you, back at Hogwarts.”

He grinned at her, clearly amused. “You will not see the same side of me there, certainly.
Good night, Miss Granger. I hope you had a happy Christmas.”

“Very happy, thank you, sir. Goodnight.” She rose on her toes and kissed him very lightly on
the lips. “Your own fault, you know—you dared me to take a liberty,” she said softly into his
ear. “Never dare a Gryffindor, sir.” She stepped back and looked hesitantly at his face. This
was clearly not a case of equal rights for Snapes, and she knew he knew it.

He was looking at her quite fiercely, she thought worriedly, and she had just opened her
mouth to apologize, when suddenly she was seized in a tight embrace and her head was
pushed back slightly by the force of his lips descending upon hers. She found she had no
desire to resist, but remained quite passive for a moment, shocked by the intensity of his
response. After that, she began kissing him back with almost equal ferocity. The kiss lasted a
surprisingly long time, she thought, but not as long as she would have liked it to. When he
finally pulled away, she gave a little whimper of frustration, which clearly pleased him, as one
corner of his mouth quirked up. Hermione was suddenly overwhelmed by the intensity of her
own feelings for this man and her doubt about his for her. Who was right? Dumbledore?
Septimius? Ginny? Harry? She stood for a moment completely at a loss, looking into his
slightly amused eyes in confusion. Then slowly and quietly she began to cry. His arms came
around her again, far more gently this time, and he stroked the back of her neck soothingly
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until her muffled sobs calmed. After a few moments, he reached behind her and opened her
door. She released him, and he bowed deeply and turned away down the hall. She didn’t close
the door until he had disappeared around the corner.

~*~

Hermione was still turning the evening over in her head as she walked down to a late
breakfast the next morning. She was still not sure what had happened or what she felt about
it. She had mulled the problem over for some time before going to sleep. Clearly, what she
was beginning to feel for her professor was not appropriate. She didn’t think it was a crush or
love or anything of that nature—it felt like the admiration and respect the Headmaster had
described. She was intensely aware of his sacrifice and his high sense of honor and duty. She
certainly admired him and was pleased by his actions towards her. But what did they mean?
She knew he was trying to do what was best for them all, with no thought for himself. After
all, he had regarded even the few minutes he spent listening to her read as improperly self-
indulgent. But had he really meant that? She was not entirely sure how he felt about her and
how much was a role. Were his flirtatious gestures just a strategic pose, as Dumbledore had
warned her and he had himself implied?

And yet... there had been his obvious sexual response to dancing with her and that long,
fierce kiss. She had been flattered when she realized that he had responded to her physically.
Perhaps, though, she reminded him of someone else. Or maybe her acceptance of his teasing
had led him to hold her closer than he’d meant to. Ron had insisted that some physical
reactions were almost automatic in a man when he was very near a woman. Had she
unintentionally enticed him to show an attraction that was merely physical?

Whatever the case, she would have to repress her own feelings. Professor Dumbledore had
explained how dangerous any sort of relationship would be to Snape’s position at Hogwarts
and with Voldemort, and the last thing Hermione wanted was to burden him or put him in
danger. If he felt anything for her, he would surely hide it. He was a spy after all. But she
should not flirt with him any more, she scolded herself; if she encouraged any feelings he
might have, she would simply be adding another deception to his already complex charade,
making his life more difficult than it already was. And that was the last thing she wanted to
do.

Having decided upon her response, she fell into a sound and restful sleep, waking only when
Ginny’s alarm clock sounded at nine. It was so late that she didn’t even avail herself of the
Snooze Alarm Charm, but jumped up, dressed and headed off to breakfast immediately.

When she reached the dining room, she found George carefully taking notes as Professor
Snape explained the recipe for the Drunkenness Draught he’d put in the canapé. They both
greeted her briefly and politely, obviously preoccupied by their conversation, so Hermione
went to sit by Ginny, who was quite starry-eyed this morning.

“Morning, Hermione,” Ginny said dreamily. “Did you enjoy the dance? I thought it was
wonderful.”

Hermione nodded her agreement as she took some toast from the rack and began to butter it.
Her friend lowered her voice to a murmur. “Mum gave me a hard time this morning about
letting Harry have a third dance, but he really insisted. You wouldn’t believe some of the
things he said to me. I couldn’t bear to refuse—he was really desperate.” Ginny blushed
scarlet, but her smile was even brighter. “We snuck out about halfway through and went to
the spring courtyard, and he... he kissed me. I’ve been hoping he would since I was ten. He’s
so good and, I don’t know, noble, I guess. Do you think I’m awful, so soon after Seamus’s
death? It all just feels so long ago, now.”

Hermione assured her that Seamus would have wanted her to be happy, so anything that
made her happy was the right thing to do.

“But I am happy!” Ginny said. “And Harry was so... so nice.”

Hermione squeezed her hand, but didn’t bother to respond, as Harry had just come in. He
came straight to Ginny, sat down next to her, and they gazed into each other’s eyes as if
there was no one else in the room. Ron, who had followed Harry, exchanged glances with
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Hermione and they both smiled and rolled their eyes. They talked about the dance for a
moment before Professor Snape left and George came over to join them.

“Congratulations, Hermione!” he said, and Hermione was suddenly terrified. Surely Professor
Snape had not said anything about... and George would hardly regard anything between them
as matter for congratulations anyway. George laughed at her worried stare. “For giving Snape
a Bunny Bonbon, of course! Brilliant! We’ve been trying to get him to eat one of our products
for years!”

“You’re kidding!” Ron gasped, while even Ginny and Harry looked around. “You turned Snape
into a bunny? What’d he look like?”

“Black, of course, with a twitching pink nose.” Hermione smiled. “He would have been almost
cute if I hadn’t been so terrified about what would happen when he changed back. But he was
actually pretty nice about it. It was Christmas morning. And Septimius was really, really
amused, so that was good. The professor didn’t seem very angry at all.”

“Yes, well, he didn’t try to get back at you, but he made me a canapé with a spiked caper, of
all things,” George said enthusiastically. “Great idea, really—I was stinking drunk within about
two minutes. That’s why I didn’t show up for our dance. Mum said she made you dance with
Snape himself a third time. I’m sorry to have stuck you with the git, but it was really your own
fault.”

“That was a pretty nasty thing for him to do, though,” said Ginny indignantly. “I mean, what if
you’d been secretly in love, George, and he’d messed up a romantic final dance? Or if
Hermione was in love with you, and he’d messed up her romantic final dance? It wasn’t very
considerate.” The romantic nature of the final dance was clearly on her mind this morning.

“Well of course it wasn’t considerate; it was a prank—and a good one. We’re never
considerate, after all,” George smirked. “Besides, he sent me an excellent hangover antidote
by a house-elf first thing this morning, so there’s no harm done, and he just gave me the
recipe for the potion he used, which is brilliant. It only keeps for a few days, so we’ll have to
modify it if we want to use it, but he even gave me a few useful suggestions about that.”

Ron shook his head. “Uh, George? I’m not sure I’d try those suggestions. I really can’t see
Snape being at all grateful for having been turned into a bunny. And Mum made him dance
with Hermione a third time, so now everyone will think he fancies her.”

Hermione sighed patiently. “Ron, no one’s going to think he fancies me, because anyone who
does will think I fancy him for giving him that third dance. So, since you’re my friend, you
aren’t going to spread that around, are you? After all, your mum basically ordered him to ask
me; and with both of us standing there, it would have been rude of him not to ask and equally
rude of me not to accept.”

Ron looked sheepish. “Right, Hermione. Sorry. I hadn’t thought of that. Pity—Snape in love
would make such a great story.” Ginny and Harry both looked at Hermione searchingly for a
moment. “Still,” Ron continued, “I wouldn’t try any recipe he recommends anytime soon.”

“No, he’s fine,” George protested. “He said we’re even now. And he actually said that
Hermione was an ‘adequate’ dancer. So that’s okay.”

~*~

As usual, Boxing Day was rather flat after the excitement of Christmas, and the ball made the
contrast even more striking. There was another Quidditch game in the afternoon, though
Septimius did not come out to watch it. Hermione was pleased with her new broom and made
several quite good saves, she thought. Louise had been practicing her Chaser skills with Bill,
however, so both teams were still about even. This time the Weasleys won, and Hermione was
secretly pleased, since Charlie was much friendlier to her now that he’d redeemed his earlier
mistake by catching the Snitch.

Hermione dressed early for dinner and went to Septimius’s room. She thanked him again for
the dance and told him how much she’d enjoyed the second half. Septimius had been very
amused by Professor Snape’s revenge on George and his clever manipulation of Molly
Weasley, which he had recounted to Septimius in great detail. He asked Hermione how she’d
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enjoyed that, and then, as he grew tired, asked her to read to him for a while. They had
moved on to Sterne, and they both found the extended account of Tristram Shandy’s birth
highly amusing. Somewhat to Hermione’s disappointment, Professor Snape did not join their
reading. She was a little nervous about seeing him again and asked if she might stay and have
dinner with Septimius, but she was overruled. A few minutes before the dinner hour, the
professor entered to remind her of the time. She hugged Septimius and told him to sleep well,
and they took their leave of him and walked down to dinner together. The professor was
friendly, but also quite formal, and Hermione took her cue from him. They did not sit together
at dinner, and, with no small effort, she avoided looking at him or listening to his
conversation. Instead, she sat between Professor Dumbledore and Ron and formed a rather
silent third in a long conversation about chess strategy.

After dinner, she went to the library and spent the rest of the evening collecting references for
her special N.E.W.T.s project in Transfiguration. After all, she had less than a week before
she’d have to leave this treasure trove of new books and go back to being solely dependent
upon the Hogwarts library. She found it hard to concentrate, however, and decided that she
really needed to catch up on her sleep. The ball had ended very late for her.

She was thoughtful as she brushed her teeth. It had been a rather empty day, with so little
chance to talk to Professor Snape. She found that she rather missed his conversation. But she
was too tired to think about what this meant and fell asleep almost immediately.

Very much later, Hermione was woken from a sound sleep by a soft knock. After a moment of
disorientation, she pulled on her dressing gown and went to the door of her room, but no one
was there. She shut the door and was just getting back into bed as she heard another careful
knock and a soft whisper.

“Miss Granger? Are you there?”

She looked around in irritation. “Of course I’m here; it’s three in the morning. Where else
would I be?” she whispered testily, pulling her dressing gown on again and moving toward the
balcony. “Where are you? “Who are you?”

“It’s Severus Snape, Miss Granger,” said the dark form that emerged from the passage to
Septimius’s room. Could you come with me quickly, please? My great-grandfather is dying.”

~o0o~
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Chapter 10 – Ancient Magic
~o0o~

Summary: Hermione and her professor take part in an ancient magical ritual, a funeral, and the reading
of a will.

~*~

Hermione sat quietly on the arm of Professor Snape’s chair at the death-bed of Septimius
Snape, her eyes red from weeping. They held the old man’s hand between their palms as he
calmly looked from one to the other.

She was still not quite certain what it was that she had done, but she had definitely broken
some very significant rules, and her professor had helped her to do so. After waking her,
Professor Snape had pulled her into the hidden passage that led to Septimius’ room and
whispered to her intently. Mr. Parkinson and several assistant Healers had determined that the
old man had only two or three hours left to live, he explained, and they had left Professor
Snape alone with his great-grandfather, banishing even the portraits in accordance with age-
old wizarding tradition. Septimius, however, had asked his great-grandson to fetch Hermione
—so that she could experience a proper wizarding death - he had said, but it was clear that his
real reason was simply that he wanted her with him.

The professor had obviously been very worried by this request. Wizarding tradition, he had
explained, was extremely conservative on the point of who could attend a death-bed, and
Hermione’s attendance would be a very serious violation of one of its strictest laws. Hermione
would have to keep very quiet and return to her room immediately as soon as all was over. No
one must ever know she had been present. They had not even dared pull a second chair
nearer to the bed, although the professor had offered her the armchair in which he sat. She
had insisted on sitting on its arm instead, and in the midst of her sorrow, a small part of her
relished the feeling of Professor Snape’s strong left hand on her back, as it had been at the
ball just a day before, steadying and comforting her.

As soon as they had arrived and before she could begin to express her dismay and sorrow,
Septimius had addressed his great-grandson in very formal terms, asking for his
understanding and honesty as they reviewed their relationship.

He had begun by talking about Professor Snape’s birth in the very bed in which the older man
now lay, and how happy Septimius had been that the wife of his renegade grandson had given
the family another heir. He continued with stories about their relationship during the
professor’s summers at Houndsnape Hall and his reactions to the stories his mother told about
life with his father in the winter months. He did not relate events in detail, but he referred to
shared memories of events and recounted his feelings about them. He paused frequently to
allow the professor to add details and describe his own feelings at the time. Both were clearly
being completely, sometimes brutally, honest, and they often paused to reassure each other
that the small hurts that one had done the other were now understood and forgiven.

The hurts and misunderstandings had grown more severe as they moved on to Professor
Snape’s adolescence and his joining the Death Eaters. They talked about some of the heinous
acts he had committed for the Dark Lord, about the failed attempt on Septimius’ own life that
had led to the Dark Lord’s murder of his father, and about his mother’s sorrow at hearing her
son had taken the Mark and her unhappy, early death. They recounted the frequent thoughts
and occasional interaction through intermediaries that had connected them during their long
estrangement and how these reminders of one another’s existence had affected them. Mr.
Rookwood had been an important link, Hermione learned, knowing of the professor’s dual role,
but forbidden to do more than hint at it to his great-grandfather. Some subtle messages of
reassurance had been exchanged, however. The two men then discussed their reconciliation,
going carefully over the heated arguments and the moments of joy of the previous weeks.
They touched also on the professor’s reaction to Septimius’ attempts to maneuver him into a
relationship with Hermione and his worries about the effects of this pressure on his position at
Hogwarts, his spying activities for the Order, and, not least, on his growing friendship with
Hermione herself. In the end, they absolved each other generally of any past hurts or crimes
and affirmed their love for each other and their loyalty to the Snape family.
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Hermione had never seen anything more impressively intimate and moving. She felt a terrible
intruder, but at the same time she was honored to have been asked to participate in such an
important wizarding ritual of passage. It was rather embarrassing to hear so much of her
professor’s most profound feelings from his own lips, but she quickly realized that he would
soon be privy to hers in the same way, and she found she valued the intimacy of the
connection this would create between them.

After a short and surprisingly comfortable silence, during which the old man lay back on the
pillows and rested, Septimius had turned to Hermione. Tentatively, he began the same sort of
survey of their brief acquaintance. He dwelt on his initial feelings of disgust toward her, bluntly
describing the crude and ill-mannered person his prejudices had led him to expect. He
admitted his rueful admiration of the way she had used his instinctive pure-blood manners to
force him to kiss her hand as an equal and his growing amazement at her tactful reproaches,
her modesty about her achievements, her intelligence, and her generosity. He apologized for
his intrusion into her mind and explained how pleased he had been by the trust that had
allowed her to open it to him. His own mind, he said, had been opened to her in consequence,
and he had decided to make a friend of her. He had described his growing delight in her
intelligence, and her affection and the pleasure he took in her obvious trust in his great-
grandson.

He went over all their interactions, and Hermione, following the model her professor had set
her, responded honestly, forgiving and asking forgiveness, even explaining about the
conversation she had eavesdropped upon and her fear of being manipulated, not only because
of the frightening-sounding consequences they had alluded to, but because such a betrayal of
trust would leave her suspicious and mistrustful of Professor Snape. (She rejoiced a little in
the opportunity this gave her to clarify her fears about this in the professor’s presence.) She
discussed her confusion about her own feelings for the professor and her doubt about his for
her, as well as her misgivings about the expectations Septimius had raised. She expressed her
resentment of the pressure she felt this put on her beleaguered professor, while she
acknowledged the growing affection for him that had resulted. She had then followed her
professor’s whispered instructions as they formally absolved each other of any guilt towards
each other and affirmed their love for each other and loyalty to the Snape family. Hermione
said the last part with some hesitation, but decided that her fondness for both men, who were
the Snape family at the moment, justified such a statement.

Septimius saw her hesitation and, when they had finished, he explained more informally. “By
including you in my death, you see, my dear, I have essentially made you a part of my family
in everything but blood. I am treating you as I would Severus’ wife, even though I realize that
you may never be that. But I have come to love you as a daughter, and I will not deny that it
is my fondest hope that you will marry my great-grandson and help him heal and rebuild our
family. I think that you would be well suited to do so, and that such a marriage would bring
you both very great happiness.”

Hermione had looked somewhat embarrassed at this bald statement, but did not object.

The old man nodded as if she had agreed with him. “I had thought to use various measures
that were in my power to coerce such a marriage, but Albus and Severus both explained to me
that this would be unwise. I have not left you entirely unshackled, however. I have demanded
important sacrifices from you both. Severus will, I am sure, make those sacrifices out of
respect for my wishes, which in this case, I believe, accord with his own. But I have also set
you a task, Hermione, one that you will perhaps find quite onerous. I hope you will undertake
it for my sake and Severus’. There will be certain pressures upon you to do so, but the way I
have arranged matters will, I think, remove many obstacles and make the task easier for you.
I may have been unwise in using any coercion at all; I don’t know. It seemed best, in the
circumstances. I hope you... and Severus... will forgive me again if my attempts to ensure
your cooperation cause you pain.” They nodded, agreeing with his hopes, but knowing they
could not offer forgiveness while they were still in ignorance of his actions.

They had talked more informally for some time, then, though not about trivial things. Each of
them had asked the old wizard to recount parts of his life, which he did with great enjoyment.
Some of his stories about his years at Hogwarts made them laugh through their tears.
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Hermione asked about Helena and received loving accounts of her virtues and foibles.
Professor Snape asked about his father and grandfather, and all three wept over the promise
they had shown as boys and young men and over the mistaken choices they had made.

Finally, Septimius had begun to grow tired and asked Hermione formally if she would close his
eyes when he died. She agreed rather nervously. He said goodbye to them both, and each of
them stood and kissed him. With obvious effort, he raised his heavy ebony wand from his lap
and held it out toward them. Professor Snape touched his own wand to its tip and motioned
for Hermione to do the same. The old man muttered a spell under his breath, and Hermione
felt a strong surge of magic move through her wand and into her body. Professor Snape
lowered his own wand and then gently took Septimius’ wand away from him, setting it on the
nightstand as Hermione sheathed her own. He arranged Septimius’ left hand comfortably on
his chest and extended his right hand toward the chair, taking it in his own and placing
Hermione’s right hand flat over the gnarled back of it so that the old man’s hand rested
between theirs. He touched their joined hands with his wand and all three of them glowed pale
gold for a moment. Then, without disturbing the position of their hands, he seated himself and
gently pulled Hermione back down onto the arm of the chair.

Then they had waited, watching Septimius. It had now been at least a quarter hour, Hermione
thought. He no longer spoke, but his eyes were alive and pleased as they moved back and
forth between the two of them and his mouth curved gently in a calm, happy smile. Hermione
smiled back at him through her tears. He looked content with his end, and she knew that,
although she would miss him terribly, she would take comfort in the fact that his life had been
completed in this way. She felt a great certainty that she would meet him again some day and
that he was going on now, without reluctance, to be with his beloved Helena, wherever she
was.

Finally, as they watched, the light and spirit seeped out of his eyes, and Septimius was gone.
Professor Snape put the ebony wand across his lap again and placed one of the limp hands on
either end. At a nod from the professor, Hermione stood and closed Septimius’ dark, staring
eyes. They both looked at the old man’s body for a long moment, tears streaming quietly
down their faces, and then Hermione walked silently toward the cheval glass. Professor Snape
followed her and quietly opened the little door behind it. She nodded her thanks and her
sympathy and turned to go as she’d agreed to do, but he pulled her back into a long embrace,
and they held each other for a few minutes, taking comfort in their shared grief.

Finally, he released her, and Hermione turned and went into the little passage and shut the
door. She heard Professor Snape open the door to the room and the Healers enter and offer
their sympathy. Somehow, that made it all the more real, and she hurried, as quickly and
quietly as she could, back to her room and threw herself onto her bed. She assumed that she
would lie awake weeping until morning, but she was so exhausted that she fell asleep almost
immediately.

~*~

It was almost nine when she woke, for the second time that morning, to a knock at the door.

“Miss Granger?” It was Professor Snape’s voice from the corridor. “May I come in?”

“Y—yes, sir,” she said, getting out of bed. “Just a moment.” She was still wearing her dressing
gown, but she straightened it, smoothed her hair a little, and went to the door.

“My great-grandfather died at about five-thirty this morning, Miss Granger.”

She burst into unfeigned tears. On some level she had hoped that it had all been a dream.
Professor Snape put a hand on her arm. “Come, child, let’s sit down and talk about it.”

They moved to the chairs by the fireplace, leaving the door open, though the professor cast a
muffling charm, so that anyone listening at the door would hear their quiet conversation, but
no distinct words.

“Miss Granger, I want to thank you for your support and sympathy last night. It made things
easier for both of us. I am, and my great-grandfather was, a teacher, and to be able to teach
you the rituals of a traditional wizarding death-bed made our awkwardness with each other far
less pronounced. There should have been many other people there, you see; my father and
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grandfather and their wives and other children—my wife and children. It should never be just
one person. That is a terrible sign of failure. Only to be alone would be worse. I could not have
done the ritual so well, had you not been there; and I am certain that great-grandfather would
have been much less content and peaceful without your presence.”

“It was an honor, sir. Septimius told me about the tradition soon after we arrived, but I never
thought I would be allowed to witness it. I understand what a great privilege it was. Thank
you for taking the risk; I will not disappoint you.”

He smiled sadly. “I knew that I need not ask for your discretion. Thank you. I cannot stay
long, but I wanted to explain to you some of what happened.”

She nodded. “Could you explain about the spell he did, then?”

“Ah, yes. That spell detached his magical power from his soul and moved it out of his body, so
that it was not dispersed wastefully when he died. That power now resides in both of us, and
the spell I cast over our joined hands sealed the transfer. His magic is not precisely added to
your magic, but incorporated within it. You may find that certain of your magical abilities are
stronger now, but the effects should not be noticeable enough to arouse suspicion.”

Hermione nodded. “It will be an honor to share his magic, sir. I shall tell you if I notice
anything different. But does that mean that he will have no magic in heaven? Are we all
Muggles there?”

The professor shook his head. “Possibly. Or the next stage of existence may have its own kind
of magic. That is one of many things we do not know about death, Miss Granger. But it has
been shown repeatedly that death results in a sundering of the soul and its magic. The magic
is normally dispersed widely throughout the environment and cannot be recovered. The spell
was developed to prevent this by transferring the magic in a more directed way before death.”
He paused. “It has even been suggested that the naturally dispersed magic is the source of
magical power in Muggle-born witches and wizards. The percentage of Muggle-born births
does tend to rise in times of war and violent death in the wizarding community, during which
many of the dying are prevented from performing this spell. But that phenomenon may also
result from another mechanism of natural renewal.”

“I see.” Hermione knew she would want to learn more about such theories later, but at the
moment she was too preoccupied with her friend’s death to think much about it. “And what did
Septimius mean when he said I was a Snape in all but blood, sir?”

“That meant exactly what it sounded like, except that it wasn’t actually true until some time
after he said it, when I cast the final spell. But by agreeing to support the family and
expressing your love for the head of it, you agreed to accept his magic, which was not only
his, of course, but a mixture of the magic from all the family death-bed rituals he has ever
attended—his parents, grand-parents, and great-grandparents. The magic he received from
these rituals was in turn also a mixture of ancestral magic, and so on back to the first Snape
who performed the spell—we’re not entirely sure when that was, but at least two thousand
years ago. You now carry a share of that entire magical heritage within you.”

“Good heavens!” Hermione was amazed at the thought of such ancient magic coursing
through her body and looked at her hands speculatively.

Her professor smiled. “You are also a part of the family in a more prosaic way. In helping to
perform the ritual, you heard much of our recent history and more than you will ever hear
again of my feelings about great-grandfather and other members of our family. And I heard
about similarly personal and otherwise unexpressed feelings that you have had. This causes us
to know and trust each other better and makes us more aware of our family’s history. It is
intended to create solidarity and tighten family bonds. It joins you to me and to any wife or
children I might have.” He actually blushed slightly in acknowledgement of his great-
grandfather’s wishes on that score. “I shall, for the moment, think of you as a younger
relative—a niece or a much younger sister.”

“I shall try to be worthy of that, sir. My last question is actually about the other relationship
that he so much wanted to create between us. This coercion and pressure he talked about—
this will all be in his will?”
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“Yes, he said as much to me yesterday morning. The funeral will be tomorrow morning, and
there will be a formal presentation of the will to those whom it involves tomorrow afternoon.
Rookwood tells me that you are mentioned specifically, so you will be asked to be present.”

Hermione sighed. “It worries me, sir. Do you know what it says? Can you tell me, so I won’t
make a fool of myself in front of Mr. Rookwood? You won’t try to trick me as Septimius asked
you to, will you, Professor?”

He shook his head. “No, I won’t ever do that. Unfortunately, after my reaction to his initial
suggestion, great-grandfather refused to say any more, though I believe he discussed his new
plan with Albus. I am equally unprepared, though I have tried to... to lay the groundwork for
what I am afraid he will ask. It worries me, as well. But we’ll cope. Wash your face and go
down to breakfast. I’ve asked all my great-grandfather’s guests to stay on through the New
Year, and I hope most of them will. We both will need their help and support, I think.”

~*~

The day passed for Hermione in a haze. She wept, certainly; but she also felt joy in the
knowledge that Septimius had rejoined his Helena and pleasure in the connection that he had
forged between her and his family. He had had a long life and died happy, and it had been a
privilege to know and love him. And while she couldn’t speak of it, she was also in awe of the
magical heritage he had shared with her—his last proof, were any needed, that he had
abandoned his prejudice against the Muggle-born. She thought of it when she performed her
simple everyday spells, warming her bath, drying herself, smoothing her hair, lighting a
candle, or summoning a book. Every day she would channel the magic of two millennia of
Snapes along with her own. She soon realized that this must be an ordinary, long-accepted
idea for her professor and his family, and probably for Ron and a lot of her other friends as
well, but it was a miracle for her. She felt at last truly part of the magical world, partaking of
its heritage. She realized that while this gift was a tribute to Septimius’s acceptance of her
status as a Muggle-born, it also changed that status somewhat. She no longer had the
disadvantage of a lack of magical ancestry; she was, in her magic at least, partly a Snape.

She found much comfort in her friends. They sat together quietly in the drawing room, talking
around the fire. Harry had also been hit hard by the old man’s death. They had spent more
time together than Hermione knew. Septimius had been very comforting and encouraging to
him, sharing with him memories of the Potters he had known and telling him where he might
learn more about his family history. Harry had followed this advice, and learning about his
father’s family and the many centuries of their ordinary and extraordinary deeds had given
him a perspective on his own task and notoriety that made him calmer and more accepting of
the place that he was destined to fill. Hermione was glad of the change and impressed by the
power that knowledge of his heritage seemed to have given Harry. She planned to ask him
where to find this genealogical material, so that she could read about the Snapes’ heritage.

Septimius had also had a long talk with Ron, in part about the curse he had suffered and the
potion that had cured it. At Professor Snape’s recommendation, Septimius had also challenged
Ron to several games of chess, which both men enjoyed. And while they played, they had also
discussed Hermione.

“He was really interested in that huge fight you had with Dumbledore last year, where you got
so angry with him about his lying to us about Ginny and threatened to hex him if he didn’t
stop keeping information from us.”

Ginny looked surprised at that. “I never heard that she threatened Dumbledore. I would have
thought that would get her expelled.” She knew that Hermione feared expulsion more than
anything. “Hermione, how could you do such a thing?”

Hermione was about to explain when she looked up and saw that Dumbledore himself was
standing in the doorway and had been there for some time, to all appearances. The
Headmaster forestalled her reply. “Hermione was right to be angry with me,” he said, moving
into the room to join his students, “because she knew that I was badly wrong and that I was
aware of my mistake and stubbornly refusing to act as I should have. She was right to be
angry and to shock me into realizing my own short-sightedness. My reluctance to trust in her
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maturity and that of Harry and Ron meant that you, Ginny, were in Tom Riddle’s custody for
longer than you should have been.”

Hermione smiled at him and nodded her appreciation of this admission. Nonetheless she felt
slightly dissatisfied. “Sir,” she said tentatively, “are you telling us everything now?”

Dumbledore sighed. “No, I am not. Of course I am not. I will never tell anyone everything,
really. You four are not even members of the Order yet, so what I told you would not be
protected by that oath.”

Harry looked up sharply. “Whose fault is that, then?”

“Order membership is a serious commitment, Harry. I had hoped to allow you all time, so that
you might make your choices freely when you have more perspective on life and are not
blinded by my own authority as your Headmaster. You are too young to understand the
sacrifices you would be making. But I fear that the time is now close when I must ask you all
to make that choice in spite of myself, even though you are still at school. However, I do not
tell even the members of the Order everything. In an organization like ours, which works in
secret, knowledge has to be carefully limited and controlled. You have seen with Peter
Pettigrew the danger of a spy within our ranks. No, each member must know no more than is
necessary to do their part for our cause; however, there must also be one central repository of
knowledge, to prevent people from working at cross purposes and to make the necessary
connections between disparate sources. In the Order, I am that repository, and because of the
perspective that my knowledge gives me, I am empowered to make decisions. Sometimes I
choose wrongly, as I did with regard to Ginny’s kidnapping and in my treatment of Harry
during his fifth year. But sharing that knowledge among a larger number of people is not the
answer—and it would be particularly unwise to share it with young people who are subject to
pressures that adults are not. As I have said before, you know what you need to know.”

“Does that mean that we will be allowed to join the Order soon, Professor Dumbledore?” Ron
asked eagerly. He had been even more anxious than the others for membership—it was hard
for him to be excluded from something that absorbed so much of the time and attention of his
parents and elder brothers.

“Quite possibly.” The Headmaster smiled. “At the moment, I am glad to hear you talking about
Septimius. It is good to remember the dead and to talk about them with those who have also
known them. But don’t make the mistake of being too sad.” Here he looked pointedly at
Hermione’s face, which was again tear-stained. “He lived a long and useful life, and I’m sure
he was content at the end. And it doesn’t do to forget that none of us are without faults, even
those of us who have died.”

He looked solemn. “I believe Professor Snape has told you, Hermione, that you will be asked
to be present at the discussion of Septimius’ will. I am not the executor—Septimius rather
stubbornly refused my offer to serve—but I do know some of the contents, and Mr. Rookwood,
who is the executor, has agreed with me that Hermione will need the support of her friends in
dealing with some of the ridiculous conditions that Septimius has insisted on appending to his
last wishes. So you three will all, I hope, join us. I have also asked Professor McGonagall to be
present; as Hermione’s Head of House, she will sit in place of Hermione’s parents. Severus will
be there, of course, and he has invited Remus Lupin to be present as well, as a support for
himself.”

This was very worrisome indeed. What could Septimius possibly ask of her that required such
a formidable array of support? He had said that he would not try to coerce her and Snape to
marry; so what was the task that he had referred to? And what sort of coercion did he mean?
Surely Professor Snape’s inheritance could have no effect on her! The others looked at her
curiously and she shook her head. Serenity was her best option until she knew what Septimius
had done.

Dumbledore looked at her shrewdly. “Don’t worry, Hermione. I have worked out a way to
allow you to deal with the provisions of the will in a way that will not cause you undue trouble
and pain. Nevertheless, I think you will find the support of your friends and your Head of
House helpful.”

~*~
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The funeral the next morning was a solemn occasion. The entire house-party Apparated to the
village of Snape, in Suffolk, where the family mausoleum was located. It was raining and
miserable, with a chill, stinging wind that penetrated to the bone. They hurried into the
cheerless gothic building, where it was almost equally cold. The lack of wind inside was
balanced by an unpleasantly pungent smell of mildew and dank, stagnant water. Septimius’
body lay on a bier supported by wooden trestles, covered by a very fine cloth that allowed the
shape of his features to be seen, while blurring the wrinkles. He looked surprisingly young.
Dumbledore and Mr. Rookwood recited some sort of burial ritual, which required frequent
responses from Professor Snape. Spells were cast by all three wizards from time to time.
Hermione found it all unfamiliar and incomprehensible. Mrs. Weasley stood next to her with
her arm around her, and as the three men lowered the body into the limestone sarcophagus,
Hermione turned her face into the motherly woman’s shoulder to keep herself from sobbing
aloud.

When she had recovered herself and turned back to the group, she saw that Remus had his
arm across Professor Snape’s shoulders and that Snape was shaking slightly, clearly nerving
himself to perform the next part of the ritual. He looked into her eyes for a moment, and she
tried to smile encouragingly. He did not smile back, but he seemed calmer. Taking a deep
breath, he stepped forward and took Septimius’ heavy ebony wand from the dead man’s hand.
Reeling off a long sequence of Latin sentences in a surprisingly clear voice, he broke the wand
over his knee. He laid the pieces on the old man’s chest and then stepped back to allow each
of the mourners to approach the sarcophagus and place a single flower in it. Hermione, after
much thought, had chosen a bunch of lilacs, to mark her forgiveness for his trick her first
night at Houndsnape Hall. She smiled as she laid them beside his face and again caught her
professor’s eye as she looked up. His lips quirked slightly, looking much relieved now that the
wand breaking was over. He did not turn his eyes away from hers as he stepped forward to
lay the final flower on Septimius’ breast, a rather battered dark red rose. Then all the men
present helped to lift the heavy stone lid and set it on top of the stone box. Septimius’ tall
pointed hat, which Hermione had never seen him wear, was placed on top of the sarcophagus
and transfigured permanently into stone. When the sarcophagus had been magically sealed,
they all went out into the miserable winter weather briefly before Apparating back to
Houndsnape Hall.

Hermione stood with the others just inside the Houndsnape Hall gatehouse. They cast
warming and drying spells on each other as they waited for Thomas to return with the sleigh.
Sarah passed around glasses of spiced wine, her face streaked with tears. Hermione wondered
vaguely if the professor had found time to visit her as he’d promised at their arrival—but of
course he had. Such a family duty, she realized, would even take priority over tending to his
guests.

~*~

Lunch was very quiet and over all too soon for Hermione. She retrieved a parchment and quill
from her room; if she was going to be asked to perform a task, she might need to note down
details. At two, she joined the others in a room where she hadn’t been before, a long narrow
book-lined study off the library, with a large desk and several leather chairs and sofas. Harry
and Ron had saved a place for her between them on a sofa near the desk. The meager
sunlight of a winter afternoon slanted through the many narrow windows along one of the long
walls, but candles had already been lit in the sconces branching from between the bookcases
on the facing wall to disperse the dimness.

Mr. Rookwood sat at the polished wood desk, on which, Hermione noted, the photograph of
Helena Snape stood. Several piles of parchment lay on the surface before him. He looked up
and smiled encouragingly at Hermione, and then he cleared his throat in a formal, lawyerly
way.

“I think it would be best,” he said carefully, “if, rather than reading the entire will, I simply
summarize its contents. Copies will be made available to any of the principals on request,
should you wish to confirm the accuracy of my summary. Some of the stipulations are
rather... surprising. The will also has repercussions for the maintenance of the Order of the
Phoenix, and since all those present are either members of the Order or actively working for
the same goals, Albus Dumbledore has asked to speak to you about these repercussions and
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how he proposes to deal with them. I ask you to remain calm and wait to listen to his
proposals before reacting to the contents of the will.” His square jaw was clenched as he
looked at Hermione directly.

This was an ominous beginning indeed, Hermione thought. She looked at Harry and Ron, and
Ron put an arm around her shoulder and gave her a slight squeeze, while Harry took her hand
in his own rough one and began stroking the back of it in a soothing way. She looked at them
gratefully and then at Professor McGonagall, who smiled encouragingly.

“Before I begin, however,” Mr. Rookwood continued, raising his wand, “I must take my own
oath of obedience to the will of the testator. I, Agamemnon Rookwood, hereby swear that I
shall, as far as my abilities allow me to do so, enforce the dispersal of Septimius Snape’s
estate as specified in this, his last will and testament.” He took out a document, signed it, and
touched his wand to his signature. The document glowed for a moment. Remus Lupin and
Minerva McGonagall came forward and signed as witnesses.

Rookwood cleared his throat again. “Now, then, to the particulars. Mr. Septimius Snape’s will
allocates, first and under all circumstances, in accordance with wizarding tradition, the
domestic real estate held by the Snape family, including all the houses and estates, their
contents, and the house-elves that staff them, to Professor Severus Snape and his heirs, along
with sufficient funds for the minimal maintenance of said property from the Snape Trust.”

Hermione noticed that Professor Snape looked up hopefully at this last provision and glanced
at the Headmaster, who shook his head sadly.

“Upon Severus Snape’s decease without spouse or heirs,” Mr. Rookwood continued, “the
property will devolve upon St. Antony the Abbot’s Haven for Abandoned Familiars, in token of
his gratitude for their tender care of his beloved late owl, Stephen.”

There was a snort from Dumbledore, and Mr. Rookwood gave him a reproving look.

“If the requirements Mr. Snape has stipulated are not met and for the period until they are
met, funds from the Snape Trust will be dispersed as follows. The annual payment to Severus
Snape, left him by the will of Septimius Snape’s father, will continue throughout his lifetime
and will also be paid to his spouse and heirs if any. The remainder of the Trust’s annual
dispersal, that is, the total less Professor Snape’s allowance and the cost of maintaining the
houses, will be paid to St. Antony’s Haven.

“If Professor Snape meets the requirements specified in Septimius Snape’s will, however, he
will receive the full annual dispersal of the Trust, although Mr. Snape requests that his heir
take into consideration his wish that his previous support for St. Antony’s Haven be continued.
There are two conditions under which Professor Snape’s will inherit the full income of the
Snape Trust; the first is immutable, but the second may be fulfilled in two different ways.

“The first requirement is that Professor Snape sign a formal offer of marriage to Miss
Hermione Granger. The offer is to be written so that it remains valid until she reaches twenty-
five years of age, in token of the fact that she has the free choice of accepting or rejecting the
offer of marriage as a fully mature, adult witch. Professor Snape’s signature on this offer of
marriage is the prerequisite to the fulfillment of either of the alternative conditions. I have
prepared such an offer for signature, and Professor Snape may take it now for his
consideration. It is in the standard form of a betrothal contract; if signed, it will be held by
Miss Granger until she signs it and submits it to the Ministry or until her twenty-fifth birthday,
after which it will become invalid. Mr. Snape has indicated that he begs his heir do his best to
convince Miss Granger to accept the contract, although this request is not a formal
requirement.”

He pushed a parchment towards the professor, who rose and went to the desk to take it.
Rather than returning to his chair with it, however, he glanced over it for a moment, nodded,
and bent over the desk. He signed it quickly and with decision, touched his wand to his
signature, and then walked over to Hermione and handed it to her with a bow. He did not
meet her eyes.

“The second condition for Professor Snape’s inheritance of the full income of the Trust is that
Miss Hermione Granger bear an heir to the Snape family. The heir may be male or female, but
it must be born with sufficient magical talent to warrant admission to Hogwarts, and its father



The Lioness Prophecies

99

must be confirmed as Professor Snape, using the standard legal test. The payment of the
trust’s total dispersal will revert to Professor Snape temporarily when Miss Granger’s
pregnancy is confirmed and will continue until the birth of their child. If the child is healthy
and determined to be a qualified heir, the dispersal will revert to Professor Snape
permanently. If not, it will revert to St. Antony’s Haven until Miss Granger is again pregnant.
Professor Snape must agree, in writing, to accept the child as a legitimate heir, regardless of
whether it is born inside or outside a marriage, although Mr. Snape asks Miss Granger to
consider marriage. If Professor Snape should die after the conception of the child, Miss
Granger will be allowed to take the Snape name, if she wishes, as a testimony of her child’s
legitimacy.”

Ron’s arm had tightened around Hermione at this, but she was not terribly worried. She
wanted children down the line, and she was beginning to think that marriage to Professor
Snape might not be such a bad thing. She smiled at the boys calmly, and they looked slightly
reassured.

“Thirdly, as an alternate condition, if Miss Granger dies or allows Professor Snape’s contractual
offer of marriage to expire, Professor Snape will also receive the full dispersal of the trust
upon the confirmed birth of a qualified heir to another witch to whom he is properly married.
And those are the conditions under which Professor Snape may receive the proceeds of the
Snape Trust.”

The entire room looked at Hermione, expectantly. Harry, Ron, and Ginny looked perplexed,
but the others all looked serious and rather sad.

Hermione sighed. “Well, I don’t see why this was supposed to be so frightening for me. Am I
missing something? It’s all very much in the future. Even if I don’t agree to marry Professor
Snape or bear his heir, it only means that he must live on his teaching salary for seven more
years, and then he can marry whomever he wants, have a child, and gain control of his
inheritance. Septimius wanted us to marry and wanted an heir, so he has given Professor
Snape an incentive to do what he wants, but it seems to me he has also allowed us both
considerable freedom.” She gestured to the contract in her lap. “I would not, of course, hold
Professor Snape to this contract if he told me that he would rather marry someone else.”

“Miss Granger,” Professor Dumbledore said slowly. “You are indeed missing something. A
minor problem created by this will is that it will make you a principal target for Tom Riddle. He
desperately wants control of the Trust dispersals as soon as possible, and you are a key to
that. He may want you kidnapped and forcibly impregnated, so that Professor Snape inherits
immediately. He will then insist that the dispersal of the Trust be paid entirely to himself. The
amount of the annual dispersal is, as you will have surmised, considerable, and we cannot
allow Riddle access to such a resource. Your freedom will be severely restricted to prevent
such an eventuality. But this is not the most important problem. You are already a target.”

Hermione nodded weakly. This aspect of the matter had not occurred to her, but as Professor
Dumbledore said, it was nothing new.

“The major problem created by the will lies in a piece of information that you do not have.” He
smiled sadly. “This seems to be something of a leitmotif with us, Miss Granger, does it not?
But this fact is that a very significant proportion of the financial support for the Order and its
fight against Riddle has come, for the past twenty years, from the Snape Trust - the funds
that maintain Grimmauld Place and that pay numerous full-time Order employees and others
who are involved part time. The funds that pay for supplies, weapons, potion ingredients,
parchment and quills, owls—the full panoply of things required to run such an organization.
The funds that pay for legal advice, for medical help, and for the maintenance of those hurt by
Death Eaters. These funds are currently supporting your own family and those other families
of Muggle-born witches and wizards who are in hiding, as well as those pure-bloods who have
chosen to resist Riddle’s invitation to join him. The Order cannot do a tenth of what it does
without its funds from the Snape Trust.”

Professor Dumbledore looked seriously into Hermione’s eyes. “To lose even a single month of
these funds would be disastrous to our cause. You must be pregnant with Professor Snape’s
child by the end of January.”

~o0o~
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Chapter 11 – Muggle Science
~o0o~

Summary: Septimius' will proves to have rather stringent conditions. But Dumbledore has a plan...

~*~

Hermione gasped. “I have to be pregnant? Within the month?”

Dumbledore nodded. “Yes, I’m afraid so.” He rose and began to pace in front of Mr.
Rookwood. His voice revealed his anger. “Septimius knew of our dependence upon his funds,
of course, and he has used that fact cold-bloodedly to ensure that the entire Order will press
you to agree to this... this terrible provision, Miss Granger.” Dumbledore shook his head in
exasperation. “I told him that I would not allow you to marry Professor Snape while you were
still a student and that I refused to press you to do so. It would be a violation of the trust
placed in Hogwarts' teachers to have courted a student, and it would bring Hogwarts, the only
institution that is still universally respected in the British wizarding world, into disrepute. I
represented to Septimius very forcefully how impossible it would be for me to allow either of
you to stay at the school if you married. So he has now seen fit to stipulate a much more
impossible condition: that you become pregnant with Professor Snape’s child without being
married to him. This, of course, would be even worse for your reputation and that of the
school. However, he was adamant upon this point, and I was unable to change his mind
before his death. He was too aware of the dangers Professor Snape runs at every meeting
with Riddle to allow us even the six months necessary for you to have graduated from school.
Though he called himself your friend, Miss Granger, he believed that his own obsessive need
for an heir outweighed the unseemliness of asking you to have sexual relations with one of
your teachers.”

Hermione blushed scarlet as she realized what this all implied, and Ron hugged her tightly
again. Hermione glanced at Professor Snape. His face was in his hands, curtained by his loose,
lank hair, and Remus Lupin had put an arm across his shoulders.

Dumbledore stopped his pacing, cleared his throat, and looked around at the room until he
had everyone’s attention. Then he smiled. “With my customary brilliance, however,” he said
archly, his eyes twinkling, “I have hit upon a solution that should make things considerably
easier for all of us, particularly Miss Granger. You see, unfortunately for him, like most pure-
blooded wizards, Septimius was unaware of recent innovations in Muggle science.” He looked
quite smug for a moment. “Fortunately for us, I am not. I am willing to allow Miss Granger to
become pregnant while still at school, but only if she becomes so through the use of the In-
Vitro Fertilization technique, using an egg donated by another witch and fertilized by Severus.”

He turned to Hermione. “This means that you will not need to be inappropriately intimate with
your Professor, Hermione, to carry his child. It is a difficult task, nonetheless; I would be the
last to minimize that. But if you agree to do this for us, I will use every resource I possess, as
head of the Order and as Headmaster of Hogwarts, to prevent this pregnancy from causing
you undue physical discomfort or embarrassment. I will ensure that it does not have a
negative effect upon your N.E.W.T.s, and I will arrange by various magical means to hide it
from your fellow students and your other teachers until after your graduation. At that time,
you will retire here to Houndsnape Hall and have the child in seclusion. Then you may leave
and have nothing more to do with the matter. Your identity, like the identity of the actual
mother, will be completely unknown.”

Ron and Harry had both given Hermione relieved smiles and congratulatory hugs when the
Headmaster said she would not have to have sex with the Potions Master; but it was clear
from the looks going around the room that the reference to Muggle science had raised most of
this conversation well over the heads of most of those present. Professor Snape and Remus
Lupin were exchanging puzzled glances, and Professor McGonagall and Mr. Rookwood looked
at the Headmaster inquiringly.

“In Glass?” Snape muttered. “How can being in glass induce conception?” The Headmaster
ignored him, looking hard at Hermione.
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She, unlike the others, had followed the arguments to a certain point but still did not
understand the Headmaster’s reasoning. “Why use a donated egg, sir?” she asked. “Why not
simply use my own egg? It would allow us to use artificial insemination, which is much simpler
than I.V.F. and just as non-sexual. And Septimius clearly wanted me to be the mother of his
heir. Is it really necessary to violate his wishes?”

Dumbledore frowned. “I.V.F. is necessary in any case, Miss Granger. When performed in the
Muggle manner, all artificial means of conception will result in squibs. Septimius’ will clearly
requires a magical heir, so artificial insemination would not suit our needs. However, a
wizarding clinic in Paris has worked out a way around that problem in an I.V.F. They have
developed a spell that mimics the transfer of magic that would take place in a natural
conception. It is this clinic which will oversee your... impregnation. As to your second
question, it is essential that you not be the biological mother of the child. It will allow you to
detach yourself, and to consider Professor Snape’s proposal later, as an adult, without the
additional pressure of abandoning your own flesh and blood when... if you decide to reject his
offer.”

Hermione’s eyes narrowed at his hesitation, but she remained silent.

“Moreover, although you may not realize it, the identity of the mother and father of a magical
child are a matter of record. A child of you both would imply a sexual relationship during your
school years in the eyes of witches and wizards unfamiliar with this procedure, and it is simply
unacceptable that such a suspicion should become public. As it is, I shall be grading all of your
potions essays and verifying that your potions are brewed properly, should your role become
known and Professor Snape be accused of favoritism.”

Ron snorted. “Favoritism! What’s he going to do? Give her higher grades than “Outstanding”?

Dumbledore ignored his outburst. “The donor witch recently graduated from Beauxbatons with
high honors. She is a brilliant, attractive, pure-blood witch, and most importantly, she is an
adult. Her child would be a fit inheritor of the Snape name. Her husband has an old Quidditch
injury which makes this manner of conception necessary for them; she will merely donate her
extra eggs; she has no idea to whom they will go. No, we must do this the way I have
arranged it. I have made an appointment with the two of you at the Paris clinic in two days
time, on the morning of the thirtieth, and they have sent the recipe for the fertility-enhancing
potions that you both must take in the meantime to insure the success of the procedure.” He
pulled a thick stack of parchment from the air and laid it on the corner of the desk.

“Albus,” Mr. Rookwood said in an outraged tone. “This is preposterous. You are violating the
entire point of my client’s will. His intention was that Miss Granger should be the mother of his
heir! Not some anonymous French witch!”

Amazed looks around the room indicated that the other listeners were also beginning to
understand what Dumbledore meant to do.

“If that was what he wanted,” Dumbledore said, smirking slightly, “he should have specified as
much. It is not my fault that he was unaware of a process that would allow Miss Granger to
become pregnant with, and give birth to, another witch’s child. Do you deny that the process I
have suggested will fulfill the conditions of the will as they are stated? They are certainly
consistent with the draft I saw two weeks ago.”

“No, I cannot deny that it would fulfill the letter of the requirements. But the spirit...”

“You know very well that the law has very little to do with spirit, Agamemnon. And you’ve
taken the oath; you are the sworn executor of the will as it stands, and you can hardly refuse
to disperse the trust funds if the requirements are met.”

“That is true. But surely Severus would never agree to be a party to such a travesty of his
great-grandfather’s intentions.”

Professor Snape shook his head sadly. “I’m a member of the Order, Rookwood. My life is
forfeit to Albus, and I will do whatever he believes to be best. If Miss Granger agrees to this
arrangement, I will have a worthy heir to the name of Snape, which fulfills my duty to my
ancestors in a way that I have long feared would be impossible. I can hardly complain. If I
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must betray my great-grandfather’s hopes in the process, I am sorry, but I cannot stand
against Albus’s decision. My position at Hogwarts allows me to do my work for the Order, and
that work takes precedence over the desires of great-grandfather that the Snape heir be born
to a particular witch—a witch moreover, whom he had known for less than three weeks. I’m
sorry to disappoint you, sir, but I will use the method Albus proposes if Miss Granger agrees. I
am, in fact, grateful to Albus for providing a means of protecting her from... from the
consequences of my great-grandfather’s manipulation.” He looked at his feet and would not
meet anyone’s eyes, and the Headmaster moved beside him and laid a hand on his shoulder.

Rookwood looked at him in amazement for a moment and then turned to Hermione. “And Miss
Granger? Will you also go along with this... this circumvention of Septimius’ will?”

Hermione chose her words carefully. “I am of two minds, sir. I will unhesitatingly agree to the
pregnancy, in principle. That seems to be necessary for the survival of the Order. If my role in
the fight against Voldemort is simply to grow fat and throw up in the morning, well, it may be
less photogenic than other roles, but I’m glad to do it.”

Minerva McGonagall snorted appreciatively, and Harry, Ron, and Ginny looked at Hermione
affectionately, clearly very impressed by her courage and calm. Remus nodded as if he
expected no less.

She looked around a little shamefacedly. There were only friends here, but this next bit would
be difficult. “I really appreciate your efforts to make this easier for me, Professor Dumbledore.
It is a very clever way around what might, for another witch, make this task daunting or even
unthinkable. I would be far happier, however, if I could be the biological mother of the child,
as Septimius clearly intended. I would be willing to do the I.V.F. using my own eggs, or even
to get pregnant in the... the natural way. I don’t think I need to be protected from Professor
Snape, and I would not put such a premium on my virtue or my virginity.”

All of the older people in the room looked up sharply, but Hermione ignored them and went
on. “I would be willing to make that sacrifice because I’d like to comply with Septimius’ wishes
if I can. I don’t quite share his belief in the importance of continuing a family name and a
family. He rated it much more highly than the defeat of Voldemort, as you say; I would not.
We’re all human beings, and to put particular family lines above others seems to me wrong.”
She looked apologetically at Mr. Rookwood and then a little angrily at Professor Dumbledore,
who was nodding and smiling encouragingly.

”On the other hand, I do value a family tradition that gives children a heritage to be proud of
and encourages their own achievements. I see the results in this room. I have seen how much
Harry has gained in recent weeks from learning about his Potter heritage. And I have been
inspired by my own family heritage; my Muggle family has not been an insignificant one, and I
am proud of my ancestors and their achievements. More importantly, I am honored that
Septimius found, in his friendship with me, an incentive to revise his prejudice against Muggle-
borns. He decided not only to accept me as a friend, but to use his will to ensure that I would
be the mother of his heir. It seems to me a noble choice, sir,” she said, turning to
Dumbledore, “and coming from the head of a family that in recent generations has made
rather bad choices, in part because of their prejudices against Muggle-borns, it might be an
omen of better things to come for the Snapes and perhaps a good example to other families. I
ask you to reconsider.”

Mr. Rookwood was looking at her with quiet respect, but Professor Dumbledore shook his
head. “That sounds very well, Miss Granger, but as I’ve told you before, Septimius may have
had an ulterior motive. Septimius most probably insisted upon your being the mother of his
heir precisely because he knew I didn’t approve. I’m sure he enjoyed the idea of using his
wealth to force me to compromise my principles. What you thought was affection for you may
simply have been Septimius’ glee at annoying me and confounding some of his friends and
relations.”

At that, Professor Snape looked up sharply, directly into Hermione’s eyes for the first time
since entering the room, and he shook his head decidedly. Several of the others made noises
of protest as well, and Mr. Rookwood scoffed loudly. Professor McGonagall turned a
reproachful look on the Headmaster. “Albus, I don’t think that’s the case at all—and what a
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terrible thing to say! To question Mr. Snape’s obvious affection when she’s just lost him! Miss
Granger is being put through enough here; you should be ashamed of suggesting such a
hurtful thing.”

Hermione smiled at Professor McGonagall. “Thank you, Professor,” she said coolly, “but I have
complete faith in Septimius’ affection.” She turned to the Headmaster again. “You talk of
ulterior motives, sir—the woman you want to be the biological mother of the child I will carry
is not so different from me. I’m also academically outstanding; she’s an adult, but I am as
well, and she can’t be so much older than me if she’s a recent graduate. You say that
Septimius pretended to like me to spite you; but your insistence on using this other woman’s
eggs could equally well be interpreted as a desire to spite Septimius by circumventing his
wishes.” Hermione’s voice became icy. “Or perhaps you don’t agree with him that someone of
my background is worthy of inclusion in a prominent pure-blood family? Maybe you think this
other witch is a more appropriate mother because she is a pure-blood?”

A slight pinkish tinge touched the Headmaster’s cheeks, and the twinkle disappeared from his
eyes. “You appear to be easily bought, Miss Granger,” he said, scathingly. “There’s a word for
women who sell their affections for gaudy necklaces, you know. I would not like to have to
think of you in connection with the sisterhood of Knockturn Alley.”

Professor Snape rose indignantly, as did Harry, Ron, Remus Lupin, and, to Hermione’s
surprise, Mr. Rookwood. But it was Professor McGonagall who reached the Headmaster first,
her wand out. “Albus, that was completely unworthy of you. You will apologize to Miss Granger
this minute, or lose every shred of my previously considerable respect.”

Dumbledore buried his face in his hands for a moment. When he raised it, he looked older
than Hermione had ever seen him look. “That was an unnecessarily spiteful remark, Miss
Granger. It is an indication of my exhaustion, I’m afraid, from my work for Hogwarts and the
Order, but also in part because I have just buried an old schoolmate. Septimius and I had our
differences, but he’s been a great supporter of the Order, and he was one of the few left of my
own generation. We shared memories of many people and events that few living wizards
knew. So I shall miss him. I am also annoyed because the war is difficult just now, and
Septimius has made it more so. I believed I had worked out a way to save you from the
consequences of his manipulation, to leave you free to follow your heart without the coercive
pressures Septimius had exerted. And in return you have accused me of the very prejudice I
have fought against all my life.”

He looked at her angrily. “Don’t presume that Septimius’ prejudice against Muggle-borns was
harmless, Hermione. When I pushed Armando Dippet to open Hogwarts to Muggle-born
witches and wizards, Septimius fought me every step of the way, mobilizing the Board of
Governors and the parents. And when I won that battle despite his unrelenting opposition, he
resigned and convinced all his most talented students that to take his position would be an
insult to him. We didn’t get a decent Potions Master until I convinced Severus to take the job.
No, Hermione, I did not choose the biological mother because she was a pure-blood, but
because she has graduated, because she is anonymous, and because she will not question
what we have done with the eggs she donates. She will not try to claim the child, or intrude
upon its life.”

Hermione felt sympathy for his position, but his last remark raised a further question. “But
who will look out for the child, particularly if something should happen to Professor Snape?
You said I am to leave after its birth; its biological mother will not even know it exists! A child
needs parents, particularly a young wizard or a witch. What will happen to the child I carry?
What if it should be a squib and hence unsuitable as an heir? Isn’t that fairly common with
unions of old pure-blood families?”

“Hermione, that is not your concern. The child will not be your child, and you will have no
rights over it. It will be taken care of in any eventuality. Surely you don’t think so badly of me
as to suppose I would abandon a child?”

Harry cleared his throat rather loudly, but Hermione shot him a quelling look and he subsided.

“No, sir,” she said, “but I think it is good for a child to be wanted by its parents. This one will
be conceived and carried and born for totally practical purposes, and that bothers me a lot. I
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would like to discuss the other options privately with Professor Snape before I agree to your
plan.”

“No, Hermione. That is not appropriate at all. Professor Snape has agreed to my plan. I think
it will be best from now on if you were to have as little to do with him as possible. You and
Harry have been thrown together with him far too much here. This was my fault. I didn’t
foresee the consequences of having you at Houndsnape Hall.”

“Sir, you can’t prevent me from talking to him! He’s my Professor. We’re living in the same
house.”

“No, but I can prevent him from talking to you. That is an order, Severus. You will not say
another word to Hermione on the subject of my plan.”

The dark man cast a brief regretful look at Hermione before looking up at his employer and
giving a curt nod.

“Fine,” Hermione said, angrily. “I’d like to discuss this with Professor McGonagall, then.” Her
tone softened. “You see, sir, this is a huge thing for me, to carry a child. It would be nine
months out of my life, lots of physical changes, and a lot of emotions. Having a baby is not a
trivial matter, and whatever role I play, there is a moral responsibility. I will be helping to
bring a new life into existence. It will only be born if I agree to it, so even if it has no blood
connection to me, there are important ethical questions involved. I know I can’t talk to my
parents as I’d like to, but Professor McGonagall is my Head of House, and I think I should be
entitled to have a private discussion with her before I decide. Surely it’s not fair to pressure
me to make such a momentous a decision in public, with no time for any reflection or
thought.”

“In fact, Miss Granger, that is exactly what you are going to have to do,” Dumbledore replied,
coldly. “Your parents entrusted you to me when they went into hiding, and you already know
what I believe you should do. I would never press you to take an action that would be immoral
or unethical.”

He looked at his watch. “Now, we have very little time, and you must decide before we leave
this room. You have only two options: You will agree to my plan, to which Professor Snape has
already committed himself with none of the over-emotional dithering that you seem to find so
necessary, or you will refuse. If you choose the latter option, the Order will collapse, and your
parents and the other parents of Muggle-borns will be at the mercy of the first Death Eater
who chooses to Apparate into their kitchens. Voldemort will almost certainly win, and the
wizarding world as we know it will be destroyed. What is your decision?”

“Sir, how dare you offer me such a travesty of a choice?” Hermione said angrily. “There are
several options that you are refusing to consider. We could marry secretly and conceive the
child naturally; or we could use my eggs in an I.V.F., so it would be less likely to be a squib;
or we could attempt to raise the money in other ways for six months and wait for my
graduation so that we could marry without scandal. Gringotts might be willing to offer a loan
until that time. How much money is it, exactly? Surely there are other options. You’ve just
chosen one that suits you, and you’re refusing to listen to any other. My parents have
entrusted me to your care, and yet you are asking me to make a huge, life-altering decision in
public, with no time to think or opportunity to consult with other people I trust. You are
ordering me to do what you want, and it is reprehensible to pretend otherwise. You’re a fine
one to talk about abuse of authority! You are demanding blind obedience from me.”

Dumbledore looked pointedly at his watch again and then took a deep breath. When he spoke,
it was with a soft, carefully controlled tone that reminded Hermione strikingly of the Potions
Master’s own menacing hiss. “The other options you mention are not possible, Miss Granger. I
have considered them and rejected them; there are insuperable objections to each of them.
Surely you cannot believe that you, clever as you undoubtedly are, will find a solution that has
eluded a wizard over one-hundred and thirty years your senior who has had several weeks to
think about the problem. I assure you that the only option left is the one I have proposed to
you. Now, will you do it or not? The choice is entirely up to you.”
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Hermione looked at the Headmaster as if she’d never seen him before. “Fine,” she said softly.
“You leave me no alternative. We’ll do it your way.”

“Excellent,” the Headmaster said blandly. “And just think how much time we could all have
saved if you’d simply trusted my judgment from the beginning.” He scooped up several pages
from the pile of parchment he’d put on the desk and turned to Professor Snape. “Now,
Severus, I’d like you to brew these potions for yourself and Hermione this evening. You should
take them tonight and tomorrow and the night before you go to Paris. Here are the recipes
they’ve sent. They’re in French, but a simple translation spell should be sufficient.”

The Potions Master shook his head and laid the recipes back on the pile. “I’m being
summoned, Headmaster. The Dark Lord clearly wants to know about the will, and as it will
soon be a matter of public record, there is no point in refusing to tell him. I am confident that
Miss Granger is capable of making the potions. Perhaps Mr. Potter and Mr. Weasley can help
her with the preparation of the ingredients. And Miss Granger, you might also make up a
double batch of the anti-Cruciatus potion you made for me last week. Can you remember the
recipe accurately? Good girl. I shall undoubtedly be very grateful for it. Headmaster. Ladies
and gentlemen.” He bowed and left very quickly.

Hermione approached the desk and Dumbledore gathered the recipes again and handed them
to her.

“I’ll take the other instructions as well, sir,” she said, looking at a rather thick sheaf of
parchment beneath them.

“They won’t do you much good — they’re all in French. You needn’t worry about them, Miss
Granger. All the arrangements are made. You will just have to follow my instructions.”

“Yes, but it’s still a good idea to keep all of it together,” she said without emotion. “Loose
pages about the procedure floating about in any language might be dangerous. I’ll keep them
together and secure them with a protective charm or two.”

“Fine, do that. And in exchange, I’ll take this.” Dumbledore snatched the parchment that
Professor Snape had signed, promising marriage. Hermione gasped, and Dumbledore smiled
at her coolly. “I wouldn’t want you to be tempted unduly by the hormone-induced emotions
that pregnancy brings. I shall keep it safe, and I shall return it after your graduation if you
desire, although I should think it would be wisest to wait until after the birth of the child
before you begin to consider it. Now, if you will all make yourselves comfortable again, there
are a few other things we need to discuss.”

Everyone settled back into their chairs again, though Hermione saw that Professor McGonagall
was glaring angrily at the Headmaster. Dumbledore began to pace in front of the desk again.

“First of all, there is to be no discussion among you of the solution we have agreed upon,
particularly after returning to Hogwarts. Professor Snape will probably tell Voldemort that he
will be unable, physically, to meet the terms of the will because the many Dark potions he has
made over the years have left him incapable. He has long used this excuse to avoid
participating in some of the... the activities that Voldemort expects his Death Eaters to enjoy.
He has a potion that can temporarily simulate that condition very convincingly. I do not expect
Voldemort to research Muggle reproductive technologies, but we do not want to suggest that
option to him in any way. If he learns of it, or if he discovers that Hermione is pregnant, she
will be in terrible danger.

“A very distant relation will be challenging the will on the basis of undue influence. This was
arranged by Mr. Rookwood, and he will assist in confusing matters so that all but the
unconditional bequests will seem to be tied up in the Ministry for many months, possibly until
the defeat of Voldemort. We hope that Voldemort will be satisfied with the continuation of
Severus’s annual allowance during this period. If he should find out that any Trust funds are
going to the Order, Severus is as good as dead. If he’s killed, St. Antony’s Haven will get the
Snape Trust permanently and the war will be lost. Security is therefore essential. Only those in
this room and two others will know about what we have decided and I ask you not to discuss
or allude to it even among yourselves.
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“Harry, Ron, and Ginny, I asked you here to support Hermione in this enterprise. It is a
difficult task, and she will need your support. Professor McGonagall will, of course, offer a
sympathetic ear and also a safe place for the four of you to talk from time to time. But if you
should notice a problem with Miss Granger—if she’s in poor health, depressed, making unwise
decisions, absent without explanation, or hiding things from her friends or teachers—I ask you
to come directly to me, rather than talking to Hermione about it. Don’t even bring it to
Professor McGonagall; it is important that I be informed directly.

“I have also decided, in part because of our conversation in the library yesterday and in part
because of what we’ve seen here today that the four of you will be given the opportunity to
join the Order as full members at the end of January.”

“Great!” Ron and Harry said in unison, their eyes glowing. Ginny and Hermione exchanged less
enthusiastic glances.

“One of the others who will know about Hermione’s condition is Poppy Pomfrey. Madam
Pomfrey is an Order member and can be trusted completely. She has cared for Severus for
years after his meetings with Voldemort. She will report to me regularly through Professor
McGonagall, and she will give Hermione creams and charms to help hide her pregnancy and
the necessary vitamins and anti-nausea potions, as well as answers to any medical questions.
If you follow her instructions, Hermione, you will not find the pregnancy unduly inconvenient.”

Professor McGonagall snorted loudly and muttered something rather uncomplimentary about
men, and Dumbledore gave her a hard look.

“Very well. Are there any questions?”

“Who is the other person who will know about my pregnancy, sir?” Hermione asked with
excessive politeness.

Dumbledore sighed dramatically, as if he had already heard too much from her. “The Healer in
Paris who will see you. She will not, however, know your real names. I have not met with her
about this; the arrangements were made by the donor’s father, and I have reason to trust his
judgment. Like his daughter, he does not know who will be receiving the donation. Yes?
Minerva?”

“I just wanted to ensure,” the Deputy Headmistress said in a tone of barely controlled anger,
“that you would have no objection to my discussing Hermione's task with her, since I shall be
the only person who knows about her pregnancy who has actually been pregnant.”

The Headmaster looked surprised. “You are of course free to act as you think best, Minerva.
No more questions? Wonderful. I’ll owl the clinic in Paris. Let me know if you need further
assistance with the potions, Hermione. Do you need me to cast a translation spell? Fine,
then.”

Dumbledore left and Professor McGonagall rushed out behind him. The rest moved more
slowly, not knowing quite where to look. Hermione sat on the sofa, her face in her hands. Ron
and Harry each gave her a hug before they rose; Ginny whispered a comforting word or two;
and Remus Lupin squeezed her shoulder as he passed. When they had left, she pulled herself
together and got up from the sofa, straightening the papers she held. She had potions to
brew. Mr. Rookwood stopped her as she left, holding out his hand to her.

“Miss Granger, I must say, I am more and more impressed with Septimius’ judgment. You
were admirably thoughtful and eloquent. I cannot tell you how sorry I am that his wishes will
not be respected. Any child of yours would have been a tremendous asset to the Snape family.
I can see why you decided as you did, but...”

“I was left no choice at all, sir. I have never felt so bludgeoned by misguided authority and
stupid arguments in my entire life. And of course it was pleasant to be told that I had
prostituted myself for Septimius’ necklace...”

“It was appalling, Miss Granger. I very much regret having allowed the reading of the will to
be used in the way it was, but the Headmaster has an authority that it is hard to gainsay. I
assure you that Septimius would have been furious, had he realized the way your role would
be coerced and his wishes subverted. I wish you all the best in your task, however, and... Miss



The Lioness Prophecies

107

Granger, I tell you this seriously. If there is ever anything I can do for you, in this business or
anything else, do not hesitate for a moment. I admire you tremendously.”

“Thank you, sir. I shall remember that. And don’t worry. I’ll be all right. Things may not work
out for the best, but they’ll be endurable.”

Still furious, despite her brave words, Hermione descended to the Potions laboratory, where
she found Ginny as well as Harry and Ron and, surprisingly, Professor McGonagall. The
Professor rose from a tall stool, walked over to Hermione and wrapped her arms around her.
Hermione took a deep breath and burst into hysterical sobs that were far more violent than
any weeping she had done for Septimius. Professor McGonagall stroked her hair soothingly,
but her voice was anything but gentle.

“That bastard!” she spat. “Springing it all on you like that, in front of everyone. That
absolutely callous, insensitive old fart! Pregnancy not ‘unduly inconvenient’! I’d like to see him
deal with a pregnancy—forced into it without a shred of mercy or kindness, just as he did to
you! He wouldn’t last a day, not a day! How dare he give you so little choice! ‘Do exactly as I
say or be solely responsible for the death of your parents and the triumph of You-Know-Who.’
Ridiculous. And suggesting that Septimius didn’t love you! Absurd! He adored you! How could
he not? Merlin! I saw how kind you were to him, how you helped him and Severus to find
common ground. Of course he loved you. Severus probably does, too, poor man. He needs to
get out from under that bastard’s thumb before he loses every ounce of spirit and common
sense he has. Damn Albus! To practically call you a whore, while he’s demanding that you
serve as an incubator for some other woman’s child! Bastard! And then he says a child you’ve
carried for nine months is ‘none of your concern’! Honestly, that man is the biggest fool,
sometimes. Stupid Slytherin!”

Hermione’s tears turned to laughter, and she pulled herself from her Professor’s embrace.
“Thank you, Professor—good thing he can’t expel you. You’ve said it all so I don’t have to.
Well, you missed out the bit about this lot spying on me, letting Dumbledore know if I go
anywhere without telling them where, or if I look like I’m ‘hiding things.’”

“None of them will do anything of the sort; they will report to me,” she said confidently. Ginny
nodded immediately and enthusiastically, and Harry did so more reluctantly when Ginny
nudged him. Ron was still open-mouthed at hearing the Headmaster called a bastard and an
old fart by the Deputy Head.

Hermione smiled at them all, and then she laid out the three recipes and began collecting the
potion ingredients, distributing them and giving instructions for their preparation. Professor
McGonagall sat down next to Ginny and began cutting up ingredients as well, neatly, if with
perhaps a little excessive energy.

“Listen,” their Professor said in a reasonable tone, “let me make this clear. The Headmaster is
a brilliant man and a formidable wizard. He’s a good leader, though he’s a bit too inclined to
treat everyone as small children or chess pieces. But he’s very stupid about women and sex,
and his performance this afternoon is a classic illustration of that. He should have laid out the
options and left the whole thing in Hermione’s hands and in Severus’. There’s a long history of
student-faculty relationships, you know, dear. The board might get sticky about a pregnancy
without marriage, it’s true, but there’s nothing against a marriage in the written rules as long
as the student is at least seventeen, and she’s a full year older than that. Albus has had some
bad experiences in such romances over the years, which has made him unduly prudish about
them. They can be abusive, of course, but they’re best dealt with on a case by case basis.
Hermione is not about to be pressured into anything for better grades or any other
consideration.”

“I just was, of course,” she said, ruefully. “The fact that he constantly harps about abuse of
authority and then pulls something like that...”

“Exactly. The Headmaster meant well, but he dealt with the situation very badly. In order to
give you freedom that you don’t want or need, he left you no choice at all in the essential
thing. So,” she said, turning to the others, “we will all support Hermione and protect her from
Albus, which is an indirect way of supporting him, too. We must prevent him from making
stupid mistakes, even if it means lying to him.”
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She looked at Ron and Harry sternly. “So, if she seems depressed or to be eating badly, talk
to her about it and give her a hug. And if she seems to be hiding things, suggest places where
they won’t be found. If there’s really a problem or a worry you don’t feel you can discuss with
her, tell me or Remus. I don’t want you running off to the Headmaster and causing him to
upset her. I will serve as an intermediary, and I’ll do my best to keep her away from him
entirely. You three are her basic support in this, and if she can’t trust you completely, her task
will be impossible. If you need to talk, you can use my rooms. I think I’ll set up a weekly tea
with Madam Pomfrey and ask Hermione to help with it. We’ll work out other ways to support
her. Right?”

“Absolutely,” said Ginny, and this time both boys nodded their agreement.

“Does this sound like it will work for you, Hermione?”

“Yes, Professor. Thank you. I would still like to talk to you sometime about some of the ethical
questions raised by this decision I’ve been forced to take. Perhaps the evening after the trip to
Paris? It will be good to talk to someone then, I think.”

Professor McGonagall stood and looked at her curiously. “Yes, of course; I’ll be glad to talk
with you at any time,” she said absently, looking at the potion recipes. “You didn’t cast a
translation spell.”

Hermione smiled. “I don’t need to. I read French quite well. Thank you for your help, Professor
McGonagall. And your support.”

The Professor left and the four students continued work on the potions. Hermione moved
amongst the three large cauldrons, confidently stirring, adding ingredients, adjusting the
flames, and casting small spells. She felt unusually skilled this evening, deftly balancing the
different requirements of the three separate potions simultaneously and directing the others in
the steps she could not do herself.

“Ron, your sliced Flobberworms and the Shrivelfig cubes are perfect! I wish Professor Snape
could see them,” Hermione exclaimed, when she came to collect the ingredients he’d
prepared.

Ron looked sheepishly pleased. “Yeah, well, somehow it’s different making potions when you
know they’ll be used in the fight against You-Know-Who. I mean, you’re going to take one,
and Snape’s going to take the other two. And annoying as he is...”

“Exactly,” Ginny said. “Most of the potions we make in class these days are for the Order.
Haven’t you noticed how many healing potions we’ve been doing the past two years?”

“Actually, they’re mostly for the infirmary,” said Hermione, watching with satisfaction as the
French potion destined for Professor Snape changed rapidly from opaque orange to a clear
pale blue and began to glow softly. “But having those done by students frees Professor Snape
to work on some defensive potions he’s researching for the Order. And Harry and I have been
working with him in the evenings this term, so he could work on the potion for you, Ron. We
spent the week we were at Grimmauld Place making Pepper-Up Potion. Vats and vats and vats
of it.”

“Yeah, I can make that in my sleep now,” Harry said, laughing. “Also Skele-Gro, burn salve,
contraceptive potions, and pimple remover. It was like a six hour Potions class every day for a
week, except Snape was actually nice. I could probably take my N.E.W.T.s now in adolescent
disaster potions.”

“Where was I during all that?” Ron said, rather tentatively.

Hermione smiled at him. “You mostly lay in bed, staring at the ceiling, although sometimes
you yelled and thrashed around. Your mum sat with you most of the time. Harry and I took
over when she needed to cook or run errands or just get away.”

Ginny giggled. “Mum says Harry read you Quidditch stories from the Prophet with play-by-play
commentary, and Hermione held your hand constantly. She thought that was awfully sweet.
You guys really ought to tell people you’re not together anymore. Since neither of you has
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gone on to someone else it’s really hard for people to know. Although I suppose it’s good
camouflage.”

Harry looked at her proudly. “You know, that’s a point. No one really believes it’s over, so you
might want to play it up a bit. Not necessarily snogging a lot or anything, but just being
together like you’re a couple. It might help distract attention from what’s actually going on;
girls in relationships are more invisible than girls who are looking.”

“We could do that, I guess,” Hermione said thoughtfully, looking at Ron. “It would be sort of
nice to have you there for me, without the pressure of an actual relationship. But you’d have
to let me know, Ron, if you want to get together with someone else. A fake romance shouldn’t
stand in the way of a real one.”

“I think it would help, actually,” Ron said frankly. “If people think you can put up with me... I
mean, everyone knows you’ve got really high standards, Hermione. And of course you’d have
to let me know, too, if anyone interesting turns up.”

“I don’t think anyone will, Ron.” She smiled a little to herself. “I think I’m going to wait until
graduation, and then, if he’s willing, exercise my option with Professor Snape.”

Harry and Ron just stared, but Ginny smiled slowly. “Sounds like a plan to me.”

Hermione winked at her, gave a last stir to the dark purple anti-Cruciatus potion and skillfully
decanted it into two doses. Then she made up three doses of the first French potion for Snape
and five of the second one for herself. Chatting with the boys, she walked upstairs. She asked
Timothy to put the potions for Professor Snape in the Oak Room, since she didn’t want to
appear to be testing Dumbledore’s ban, and she took her own potions to her room and drank
the first of them. It had been a very long day. And in two days, she would be pregnant.

~o0o~
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Chapter 12 – I.V.F. and E.Y.
~o0o~

Summary: Hermione and Professor Snape go to Paris!

~*~

Hermione woke at the sound of an ear-splitting crash. It was still very dark outside, and she
couldn’t seem to find her watch. She grabbed her wand. “Lumos!”

It was three o’clock... again. Had it only been two nights ago? And she really needed her
sleep. She pulled on a dressing gown and looked out into the hall — nothing. The crash had
come from the direction of Septimius’ room, she now realized; she’d heard it through the
windows. That was odd. There shouldn’t be anyone in there. Surely he would not have come
back as a ghost — he wanted to be with his Helena! She moved into the passage between the
rooms and heard the sound of moaning. Alarmed, she opened the door to peek around the
cheval glass, and there was no cheval glass. Instead, Timothy stood appalled over the fallen,
shattered mirror and the twitching body of a man in black robes. From Timothy’s hand
dangled a silver mask.

“Timothy?” she said, “Professor Snape?”

The house-elf looked up at her with a guilty expression. “I’m sorry to wake you, Miss
Hermione. I was helping Severus to his room, and he suddenly started shaking very badly and
fell into the glass.”

“But why is he here? He’s staying in the Oak Room, isn’t he?”

“He’s the Master now; this is his room. But can you help him? He’s shaking badly, and I’m
afraid he’ll cut himself on all this broken glass.”

Hermione knelt down at her Professor’s head. His forehead was bleeding and he was twitching
amongst the bits of broken mirror, cutting his arms and legs quite badly, to judge from the
stains on his robes. “Timothy, can you bring those vials I gave you earlier?”

“Certainly, Miss. I’d wondered why you wanted them put in Severus’ old room.” He
disappeared with a soft crack.

Carefully, Hermione removed mirror fragments from the floor between the flailing limbs and
from a few places where they were stuck into her Professor’s body and piled them near the
frame. When she was sure that there were no missing pieces, she cast Scourgify and Reparo
spells. Then she cleaned and healed Professor Snape’s cuts. He was still out cold, so when
Timothy returned, she took his head into her lap and poured one of the vials of the purple
anti-Cruciatus potion down his throat. He was shaking so violently that she spilled a little, but
he seemed to have gotten most of it. She put a pillow under his head, and, leaving Timothy to
watch over him, she went to fetch Harry. He came to his door holding his hand over his scar.

“Harry, can you help me move Professor Snape?”

“Of course. We should have known it would be a bad meeting. He’s really angry and
disappointed tonight. What’s he done to Snape?”

There was no need to ask who “he” was.

“It’s only the Cruciatus Curse, I think, but worse than usual. Timothy was helping him to his
room. He had a spasm and knocked over a mirror. That’s what woke me up — he’s in
Septimius’ room now, and I’m just next door.”

They returned quickly to Septimius’ room. Harry took Snape’s shoulders, Hermione took his
feet, and with practiced ease they lifted him into the bed. Hermione took off his boots and
socks, and Harry began on the numerous buttons. They had developed this routine over
several similar situations during their stay at Grimmauld Place.

“There’s really disgusting stuff around his mouth,” Harry said suddenly with concern. “Did
Riddle do something to him to make his spit purple?”
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“No, it’s just the potion,” Hermione giggled. “I’ll get a warm face cloth to clean him up, and
you and Timothy can undress him while I’m gone.”

By the time she returned from her room, with the damp cloth, Professor Snape was in his
nightshirt, fully covered by the bedding. His tremors had become less violent, as well.
Hermione reached up to wipe the purple residue from his mouth and his eyes flew open.

“Miss Granger!” he said, in an agitated whisper. “You must leave! The Headmaster will be
angry!”

“Calm down, Professor,” Harry said in an amused voice. “Even Dumbledore would be hard put
to believe that she’s going to shag you silly while you’re shaking like a leaf and Timothy and I
are looking on and taking notes.”

Snape’s mouth quirked up. “Merlin, what an image! No, I suppose not. I’m sorry.” He lay
shaking helplessly again for a moment and then lay back on the pillows exhausted. “Why am I
so... sticky?”

“I’m sorry, sir,” Hermione said. “I gave you the first vial of your anti-Cruciatus potion, and you
were shaking so badly that it spilled. Just let me clean your face a bit, please.”

Hermione wiped his face and neck with the warm, damp cloth, pausing when the tremors
shook him again.

“Thank you. That feels much better,” he said when he calmed. “I suppose I should take the
second vial of the Cruciatus potion and the other potion now, before the spasms start again.
Can you tell me what’s in the French potion?”

She listed the ingredients and how they’d been mixed. “There might be a slight interaction
with the belladonna, but that should just make you sleepier and kill the pain, if anything.”

“Yes, you’re right. There won’t be any reactions. It’s just a fertility potion, though a very
complex and strong one. Perhaps you’d better go fetch the Headmaster, so I can report to him
before I become sleepy. I have some news he’ll want to take action about. He’s in the Daffodil
Room. Harry can give me the potions.”

Hermione and Harry exchanged surprised glances. Snape never called Harry by his first name.
“That’s right; get Dumbledore,” her friend said with a smile, though his voice had a bit of an
edge. “Why should we be the only ones up at three in the morning?” Hermione gave him a
reproving smile and left, checking with a glance as she left to be sure that the repaired cheval
glass obscured the existence of the connecting door.

Dumbledore hurried with Hermione down the corridors, listening to her whispered
explanations. When they reached the bedroom, Dumbledore firmly wished Timothy good
night, and the elf left, after bundling together the bloodstained robes. The Headmaster
generously asked Harry and Hermione to stay. “After all,” he said, “you’ll both be members of
the Order soon.”

When Snape had another spasm, Dumbledore took the Professor’s hand and gave it to
Hermione, looking a little sheepish as he did so. “It seemed to calm him, last time,” he said,
almost contritely, as she took it and began to stroke it. “I do understand that your...
respectful affection can be helpful.” Harry and Hermione exchanged confused glances, as the
Headmaster turned his attention to his Potions Master. “Severus, I’m sorry, but from what
Miss Granger tells me, I need to hear your report before you sleep.” He looked around the
room. “I see you’ve had the perspicacity to remove your family portraits. Excellent thought.
Now, what is Riddle up to?” Hermione frowned a little. She’d grown quite fond of Tertius and
Louisa and was sure they could keep secrets.

Snape’s account of the evening’s meeting was quite frightening. He had been punished for his
supposed infertility, for not convincing his great-grandfather to leave him the Trust without
conditions (“like he did so much to help you there,” scoffed Harry), and for not knowing where
Harry and (particularly) Hermione were. Voldemort had speculated about several possible
avenues by which he might acquire the Trust. He might kidnap Hermione, have another Death
Eater rape her, and then fake a Snape heir using magical blood transfusions.
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“Do you see now what a wonderful gift your friend Septimius has left you in his will, Miss
Granger?” the Headmaster asked her with some bitterness. Hermione glared at him for a
moment and then returned her gaze to the Potion master’s face, which was sweating with the
effort to finish his report, though the tremors were lessening now.

After a brief silence, Professor Snape ignored the exchange and continued his account. He and
several other Death Eaters had assured Voldemort that blood transfusions would be
impractical — the legal paternity charms were designed to detect such impositions — and they
had all been punished accordingly. The Dark Lord also thought of trying to take over St.
Antony’s Haven (“Let him try; a good waste of his energy,” said Dumbledore; “we’ve got them
very well guarded”). He might also kill the distant relative who was contesting the will. It was
this last casual thought that had impelled Snape to wake Dumbledore at such an early hour,
and Dumbledore immediately walked to the balcony and sent off a Patronus message ordering
round-the-clock protection by Aurors for the relative and for Mr. Rookwood’s home and office
as well. It was this sort of thing, Hermione realized, that the Snape Trust made possible.

When Dumbledore’s orders were sent, he returned to stand by the bed. Hermione and Harry
were describing how they’d made the potions, and Hermione exclaimed over how well Ron had
worked. Eventually, Snape’s eyelids began to droop, and all three took their leave. Hermione
gave Snape’s hand a small squeeze as she released it, and he met her eyes for the first time
since he’d left for the meeting and smiled.

When they reached Hermione’s door, Dumbledore stopped and wished Harry good night. He
waited until the door of the Holly Room had closed, and then turned to his other student.
“Hermione, Minerva has been scolding me quite angrily, and she’s made me understand that I
handled the meeting about Septimius’ will very badly. She thinks I made things much more
difficult for you than I need have done, and that your angry reactions were quite justified. I
was, as I said, rather distracted, and this is just one of a number of problems that have arisen
since Christmas. And we men, your Professor informs me, are far too uncomfortable about
subjects such as sex and particularly reproduction to be entirely rational in such discussions. I
am very sorry indeed to have provoked your anger, and I hope you will be able to forgive me.”

Hermione nodded her acceptance of the apology and gave him a small, tired smile. “Do you
mean you’ll allow me to be the biological mother?”

“No. I’m afraid I still can’t allow that. It is not only Hogwarts’ reputation, you understand. If
word should get out that a student had a Professor’s child, you would be expelled, and
Professor Snape and I would probably be fired. The school’s Board of Governors is, perhaps
unfortunately, largely made up of older men with the same puritanical views as myself. I
wouldn’t be able to protect either of you then; and as you realize, Professor Snape’s position
as a Professor is vital to our cause.”

He sighed. “And I truly am trying to protect you from making decisions based on what may be
just a typical student crush. Yes, I know it doesn’t feel like that—but they never do, at the
time. I’ve known many young women, over the years, who badly regretted the decisions that
they made based on such crushes. No, it cannot be allowed--I cannot encourage a marriage.
What I meant is that I pressed my plan very crudely, and you were justifiably offended at my
manner. I merely wanted to tell you that, given what I now see was quite inexcusable
rudeness, I am twice as grateful as I said I was previously that you’ve agreed to undertake
this task for the Order.” Dumbledore smiled at her with his disarming twinkle.

Hermione smiled back at him sadly for a moment before replying. “At the time, sir, you didn’t
say you were grateful at all. You never even said, ‘Thank you.’ I noticed particularly, since I
was waiting for it. Twice zero is still zero, sir. Good night, Headmaster.” She just registered
the look of surprise on his face as she shut the door.

The next two days passed swiftly. Dumbledore was mostly absent, conducting negotiations
with the Ministry for the creation of a Ministry safe house, since several Aurors' families had
recently been attacked. The Rookwoods, Professor Flitwick, and Mr. Parkinson had gone, as
had Arthur Weasley and his four older sons. Tonks had left for the Ministry, but Apparated
back each evening to help her parents, who were sorting through family records and
memorabilia for Professor Snape. Molly Weasley was helping with this, and also helping
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Professor Snape settle his great-grandfather’s affairs and take over the running of the house.
Ginny confided that her mother was having a wonderful time directing the house-elves. “She’s
always wanted to run a large household again, you know.”

The students spent most of their time in the library, preparing the assignments they’d been
given over the holidays, for they would be returning to Hogwarts early in the New Year. Harry
and Hermione also did considerable reading in the genealogy section, learning the ins and outs
of the Snape and Potter families. Professor Snape actually had several female Potter
ancestors, much to Harry’s surprise. Hermione even claimed to see a slight resemblance
between them, although the relationship was not close. Harry was curious about why
Hermione was looking at Snape family history, but she explained it as a mix of her fondness
for Septimius, an interest in the portraits, and her concern for the ancestry of the child she’d
be carrying.

The night before the trip to the clinic, Hermione was so nervous she couldn’t sleep. Thinking
that it would be good to read some French in preparation for having to speak it the next day,
she pulled out the sheaf of papers that the clinic had sent along with the potion recipes and
began to read. The basic procedure was no surprise, as she’d read about it in the science
sections of Muggle newspapers from time to time. Eggs were removed from the donor and
mixed with the magically concentrated and energized sperm of the father. Normally two
fertilized eggs were implanted in the mother’s womb, much as in the Muggle process, although
the timing was slightly different.

There were several more interesting differences, however. One thing that hadn’t been
mentioned was that the magics of the egg donor and the surrogate mother had to be
compatible. There was a ten percent chance that they would not be, leading to an almost
certain miscarriage. That would be one of the tests Hermione would undergo the next day; if it
failed, the entire procedure would be cancelled. She saw a small bit of hope there. Another
interesting part was the method of removing and implanting the eggs, which was a kind of
small-scale Apparition. Hermione wondered if it would be possible to do this for the birth itself,
which was the part of the process that she found most frightening.

The most interesting bit, however, was the spell that had been developed to prevent the
Squibs that were the normal result of assisted reproduction. It actually transferred magical
energy from both parents into the fertilized egg at the moment of implantation, mimicking the
effect that would occur in the blending of magics in a natural conception. The spell sounded a
little like the one that Septimius had used just before his death to transfer his magic to
Hermione and Professor Snape. Hermione at first found this comforting; at least a small part
of her would be a part of Professor Snape’s heir. The child would have some of her magic.
Then she turned the page.

The success rates were horrible. Even with this groundbreaking new spell 25% of the children
were Squibs. Another 45% had less than half of the magical energy of their weakest parent,
which, the handout noted was normally insufficient for admission to Beauxbatons. Assuming
Hogwarts admissions standards were similar, that would mean that they had only a 30%
chance of producing a child who met Septimius’ criterion for an heir. And of the 30% that
would meet the Beauxbatons criteria, 25% had less than three-quarters the magical capacity
of their parents. There was only a 5% chance that the child she carried would have a magical
capacity more than three quarters of her own. From a magical point of view, they would be
producing an inferior child. Would Professor Snape be able to deal with a non-magical or a
semi-magical child? The handout followed the dire numbers with cheerful reassurances about
the happy lives Squibs could live. Well, of course they could, Hermione thought, but not in the
magical community. Look at Filch! Most parents using this procedure could not have children
in any other way. They would be much more ready to accept these results, and their children
would be loved and cherished. Who would love and cherish the child that she would carry, who
had only one chance in three of being able to attend Hogwarts? A child whose entire reason
for existence would be the nine months of Snape Trust dispersals that would be paid to the
Order during its gestation. This was truly an evil thing to do to a child, Hermione thought. She
shook her head. She was not sure she was capable of such callous calculation.
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What would it mean if the child was in the lower 70%? Well, the Order couldn’t afford to
function without the Snape Trust. So Hermione would have to get pregnant again, and again
almost instantly. Even if the natural method was used the second time, she would still be
pregnant for a total of eighteen months, at a time when she should be starting her career,
beginning her exciting life in the magical world. Was this sacrifice really necessary?
Particularly when the purpose of the sacrifice was to create a magically unsatisfactory child, a
child who would be unwanted by its father and unknown by its mother?

She would have to discuss this thoroughly with the Healer. Hermione wrote out a quick
translation of the pages dealing with magical ability. She would leave it for Minerva to read,
she decided, and take the originals to Paris. Luckily, she learned, it was not too late to change
her mind; the implantation normally took place two days after the fertilization (New Year’s
Day; she thought; how appropriate). They would presumably have to return for that. She
explained this in a note to Minerva, adding that she would value the Professor’s advice about
how to deal with this information and that she would probably learn more at the clinic.

Hermione met Professor Snape at breakfast. Dumbledore was there as well and gave them a
Portkey for the clinic; they would Apparate back. Hermione suggested that they might stay
and have lunch in Paris and perhaps also stop at a bookstore, and Professor Snape reluctantly
agreed. He seemed very subdued and still a little shaky. He had been called again the
previous evening, but he must have made the potion in advance, since she had not been
called to make it. Just as they were leaving, Professor McGonagall and Ginny arrived, and they
each gave Hermione a big hug. Hermione handed her Head of House the parchment she’d
brought with a pointed look and murmured something about extra credit. Professor Snape
momentarily lowered the defenses on Houndsnape Hall, and then Dumbledore activated the
Portkey.

They arrived at what was clearly an Apparition Room in the Parisian equivalent of St. Mungo’s.
Professor Snape showed a slip of paper to the guard, who looked extremely puzzled, so
Hermione asked him in French for the Infertility Clinic, and he immediately smiled and began
explaining the tortuous path they needed to take. Professor Snape looked up at her in
surprise, but unquestioningly followed her through the corridors and stairwells.

The clinic’s waiting room was entirely empty, but a middle-aged woman, tall and elegantly
coiffed, appeared almost immediately, wearing a tag that identified her as Healer Marie Doré.
They introduced themselves as Stephen Smith and Helen Green, the names in which
Dumbledore had registered their appointment. The Healer explained in rather awkward English
that the clinic was closed and that their donor and her husband had just departed; they were
the only patients. They completed some paperwork and signed several release forms, and
then Professor Snape seated himself in the waiting room with a Potions journal while
Hermione went with Healer Doré to an examining room.

The Healer was delighted to learn that her patient spoke French and chatted quite volubly
about the mechanics of the procedure as she took a small quantity of Hermione’s blood. She
mixed it with blood from a small vial sitting on the counter and then left to perform the
magical compatibility test, which she explained would take about five minutes. Hermione
carefully fished the empty vial out of the trash, hoping that it might offer a clue to the identity
of the donor witch. The name on it had been incompletely scratched out and replaced by the
initials E.Y. She could see by the size of the markings that the first name was rather long and
the second quite short. Hermione tilted the vial slightly so that the light from the window fell
across the label at an angle, allowing her to see the pressure of the quill beneath the covering
ink. Yes, the first name was clearly Elizabeth, spelled with a Z, which she thought was unusual
for French. She couldn’t read the second name at all. Underneath the name was a date, which
she knew must be the witch’s birthday. 21-9-1979. The donor was actually two days younger
than she was. This was interesting. How could she have graduated already?

She returned the vial to the trash and pondered the ridiculousness of Dumbledore’s insisting
on a donor because Hermione was still a student. This young woman was even younger than
she was and was already married. Not so surprising, as many wizarding couples tended to
marry quite soon after completing school. What was wrong with the Headmaster?
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To Hermione’s disappointment, Healer Doré returned to say that the test had proven that her
magic was compatible with the donor’s. She examined Hermione and gave her a look of
astonishment.

“You are a virgin, Madam Green?”

Hermione explained that she was not married. “Will that be a problem?”

“I don’t believe so,” the Healer said, “although your membrane will rupture at the time of
birth, of course; it might actually rupture early and cause some minor complications. But you
will be sacrificing your virginity for this surrogacy. Surely you do not want to do such a thing!”

“This is not a problem for me,” Hermione assured her. “Is it not possible to remove the barrier
surgically, then? Since it will be broken in any case? And I believe the blood is useful, no?”

“That is of course true, Madam... I mean, Mademoiselle. The blood of a virgin can make
extremely strong healing potions, although the strength of the potion depends to some extent
on the witch. But from a woman of your age and magical strength... There is a war in England,
is there not?” She gave Hermione a shrewd look. “Certainly it can be done, if you wish it. We
shall collect the blood very carefully.”

Hermione signed another paper giving her consent, and when she had dressed and was
leaving the room, Healer Doré handed her a surprisingly large vial of blood, sealed and neatly
labeled, “sang de virginité” with her initials and date of birth.

Professor Snape rose and stalked back to the examining rooms when she appeared. He was
avoiding her eyes again, and she felt as thought she was making this trip with a stranger. She
sat in the waiting room and read a magazine that seemed to be the French equivalent of Witch
Weekly. It was some months old, of course, and had an interview with Madam Maxime, the
Headmistress of Beauxbatons, conducted the previous summer. Hermione had met the woman
when she visited Hogwarts two years previously for the Triwizard Tournament. The
Headmistress had spoken to the interviewer enthusiastically about the extensive renovations
that were being conducted at the chateau and how she was looking forward to the students’
pleased reactions when they arrived on October first. Ah, that explained why Elizabeth Y. had
begun school a year before her, Hermione thought, they started a month after Hogwarts, and
her birthday had fallen in that month. She had graduated the previous spring.

“Mademoiselle Green?” The Healer emerged with Professor Snape, carrying a small vial of
clear solution and some parchment. She seated herself with them and explained that the vial
contained two eggs and that they had both fertilized successfully; there was a 25% percent
chance of twins. However, there was also a 68% chance of a successful pregnancy. Rather to
Hermione’s surprise, she said they would do the implantation spells themselves in sixty hours
time. She handed them instructions for the spells and then had them practice the wand
motions and incantations separately until she was satisfied with their facility. She also taught
them a spell for confirming the pregnancy, which would not be detectable until a week
following the implantation. If she was not pregnant, they should perform the spell again a
week later, and if it was still negative, schedule an appointment to return to repeat the
procedure. She assured them that the donor had already provided enough eggs for three
attempts, and these had all fertilized and been magically frozen. Three attempts were almost
always sufficient to result in pregnancy.

Hermione asked her about the magical transference spell. “Does it actually deplete our magic
to cast this spell? By how much? And is the loss permanent?”

"Yes," the Healer answered, somewhat reluctantly. "Because it was a transfer of magical
capacity rather than magical power, the loss could not be replenished. But it was only a bit
more than two percent of the wizard’s magical power and three to four percent of the witch’s.
Most infertile parents were all too happy to sacrifice that capacity for the possibility of a
magical child," she said, smiling.

Hermione noticed that Professor Snape looked quite alarmed for a moment, before his face
reverted to the demeanor of polite interest he had been maintaining. But he would lose only
two percent of his magical capacity in each attempt; she herself could lose twelve percent in
three attempts. But she focused on the Healer’s last words.
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“The possibility of a magical child, yes—I had a question there as well. Do your success rates
remain what they were in the materials you sent?” She opened the parchment she had
brought to the page with the tables. Professor Snape’s eyes widened slightly.

“That’s correct,” said Healer Doré. “Thirty percent of children conceived in this clinic have
tested with sufficient magical skills for admission to Beauxbatons. We are very proud of our
procedure.”

Hermione turned to the Professor. “And admissions standards at Hogwarts are essentially the
same, I assume.”

“They are slightly higher, actually,” he said coolly. He was a spy, after all, Hermione thought.

“One last question, Madam Healer. Are the measurements of the parents’ magical capacity
that are used to calculate these percentages calculated before or after the implantation and
the transference spell?”

“Afterwards, of course, Mademoiselle,” said the Healer a little defensively. “We do measure
the capacity initially but we find it preferable to use the later measurement. It is not good to
remind parents of their sacrifice.” And, of course, this makes their statistics look better,
Hermione thought.

“So in fact, if we are lucky - if the first attempt works and I lose only 3% of my capacity and
the child hits that 70% cut-off, that child will actually only have 67% of the capacity I have
now?”

The Healer answered quite cheerfully, “That’s quite correct, Mademoiselle Green. I cannot give
you the raw numbers of course, Mademoiselle — that would be highly unethical. But I would
suggest that with your own capacities, you can well afford the sacrifice. And I would say that
your prospects of producing a potential Beauxbatons student are also correspondingly higher,
probably a full one in three!”

“One other thing,” she added. “I do not know how familiar you are with potions,” (Professor
Snape looked extremely offended) “but I must warn you that because of those you have
taken, Monsieur, and that Mademoiselle Green will continue to take, you are both extremely
fertile at this time. I understand from the gentleman who arranged the donation that this
conception is... political in purpose.” She looked a bit disapproving. “I do hope the child will be
properly cared for. But I would suggest that neither of you engage in sexual relations for the
next week, lest you confuse the matter, Mademoiselle Green, or create unwanted children,
Monsieur Smith.”

Professor Snape had pointedly disassociated himself from the discussion, so it was left to
Hermione to reassure the Healer about the care of the child, although she still had her own
misgivings on that score. Then she thanked Healer Doré profusely in French, and Professor
Snape also managed to mutter a badly accented “merci beaucoup” as they left the clinic. The
hospital was on the Parisian equivalent of Diagon Alley, and the Healer had recommended an
excellent little bistro nearby for lunch. At Hermione’s request, she had also rather reluctantly
given them references for several scientific articles published about the effects of the magical
transfer and the directions to a public library where they might obtain copies. Since it was too
early for lunch, they went to the library first. After finding the journals and arranging for
copies to be made, Hermione had a sudden thought. She left Professor Snape reading a
German Potions journal he had run across and asked for the reference desk. There, she was
directed to the yearbooks for Beauxbatons, and she pulled out the most recent.

There was no entry for Elizabeth Y., much to her disappointment. But of course not. The Y
must have been the first initial of her married name. Hermione began paging backwards
through the pictures of the members of the graduating class. She had been right in thinking
that Elizabeth was not a common name. She came to the front of the section and she had
found none of any spelling. Then she turned the previous page. It held slightly larger
photographs of the class Prefects and the Head Boy and Girl. The Head Girl’s name was
Elizabeth. A young woman with straight, light brown hair, a pleasant smile, and a long
aristocratic nose. Elizabeth Dumbledore.
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No wonder the Headmaster had been upset when she implied that he thought the pure-blood
donor would be a better mother to future generations of Snapes than she would. The witch
was a relative of his. No wonder he had blushed. She thought for a moment. He had made
that uncharacteristically rude comment, accusing her of being bought by Helena Snape’s
necklace immediately afterwards. She remembered what Septimius had said: a pure-blood
man defends his female relatives instinctively. Hmmm. Bringing this up was perhaps not going
to help her argument.

Hermione thought a moment and then scanned the reference section and found the most
recent copy of the French magical Who’s Who. She looked up the Dumbledore family. Yes,
there she was, Elizabeth Dumbledore Yves, married in April, even before her graduation.
Great-great-granddaughter of Aloysius Dumbledore, younger brother of Albus and Aberforth
Dumbledore of England. (What was it, she wondered, with pure-blood wizards and identical
initials?) Her eye was caught by another entry in the section. One of Aloysius’s sons had
changed his name to the shorter and more French-sounding Doré. Healer Marie Doré. Yes,
very interesting indeed. Another niece. She’d have to discuss this with Professor McGonagall
as well.

She collected Professor Snape and the copied articles from the magical copying section, and
they returned to the street. The Professor spotted an apothecary, and with Hermione’s help he
was pleased to be able to acquire a number of interesting potions ingredients that were less
commonly used in England. He seemed a bit cheered by this. They also stepped into a used
bookstore, where he found a few dusty Latin volumes that put him in a very good mood
indeed. Hermione bought a map of magical Paris, superimposed on the Muggle city; she also
picked up books on Charms and Transfiguration in French. She thought it might be useful to
get the French perspective on these matters. After all, the magical variant of I.V.F. was
unknown in England.

The bistro was a wonderful, cozy space, paneled in dark wood with tiny, candle-topped tables
looking out onto the street. A wonderful, slightly smoky smell of roast meat, caramelized
onions, and baking bread teased their appetites. They saw Healer Doré as they entered; and
as they passed her on the way to their table, Hermione thanked her again for the library
references and assured her that they had had no trouble finding them. The menu was quite
extensive. Hermione ordered some of her favorite French dishes and Professor Snape followed
her lead, though he chose the wine himself with some authority. They had a very pleasant
conversation about the magical traditions of different countries. Professor Snape had visited
France only briefly before and had never been to Paris, but he had studied in Heidelberg and
Munich, and he tended to look down on the provincial habits of many British wizards.

“If you’ve never seen Paris, we should at least take a walk along the Seine, sir. Do we have to
get back to Yorkshire right away?”

“No. I had left the afternoon entirely open.” He paid the rather substantial bill (“After all, you
will soon be carrying my child, and that fact will make me astronomically rich.”) and,
consulting her map, Hermione boldly took his arm and led him out onto the left bank of the
Seine.

“Sir, with regard to your astronomical riches,” she asked. “Do you think it might be possible,
during the months of my pregnancy, to put aside some of the funds? Given that it sounds as if
there is less than one chance in three that the first child will qualify as an heir, I would prefer
not to face the sort of pressure I faced yesterday to become pregnant again immediately after
giving birth. I think at least three month’s reprieve between pregnancies is necessary to the
mother’s physical and mental health. I suspect Madam Pomfrey will support me in this.”

“That sounds reasonable, Miss Granger; I am sure something of the sort will be possible. I will
discuss the matter with the Headmaster. But I remind you that the Headmaster has forbidden
me to discuss this process with you.”

“But he said himself that he could not prevent me from talking to you, however. Do you refuse
to listen?”
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He looked at her sadly. “No, I suppose not. However, I should warn you that I don’t believe
you will be able to change my mind about this, Miss Granger. I have agreed to follow the
Headmaster’s plan.”

Hermione shook her head. “I think you might, sir. And I think you should. I looked at those
articles we copied while you were settling the bill. Healer Doré said a witch sacrifices ‘three to
four percent’ of her magical capacity. The average is 3.8 percent, but there are quite a few
examples in the five percent range, and the high percentages seem to be more common in
witches whose potential is on the high side to begin with. The same is true of more powerful
wizards. They suggest that the greater power of the witch or wizard casting the transfer spell
means that a greater quantity of their power is transferred. So, in the worst case, it will take
three attempts before I become pregnant, and I will permanently sacrifice fifteen percent of
my magical capacity. I would no longer be ‘the cleverest witch of her generation,’ sir—not
even close. You might lose as much as ten percent of your own capacity. I would also lose two
years of my life if the first child didn’t qualify for Hogwarts. Two very important years, when I
cannot work with certain charms and spells and potion ingredients, which would have long-
term effects on my career.

“But to me, sir, none of these sacrifices will be as painful as knowing that I have made
possible the creation of a child, or quite possibly two children, should there be twins, who will
be viewed as inadequate in the world into which they are born. I will have knowingly allowed
such unhappy children to be born. As your children, they would be highly intelligent, of course,
and would probably do well in the Muggle world, so I would argue that any such child should
be put up for adoption by Muggles. But I would have no right to secure them such a life, and I
suspect you would be opposed to it. I am almost equally sure that the Headmaster would
object.”

“I would object.” Snape said, slowly, looking out at the broad river beside him. “I could not
allow a Snape to be raised as a Muggle. I would try to love such a child, but I am not very...
adept at love, I fear, and I would probably regret its birth. It is troubling to know in advance
how likely that is. Perhaps that is why the Headmaster did not mention it to us.”

Hermione looked at him in surprise. “Aren’t we responsible for the results of our own choices,
particularly when they result in the creation of new lives? That is certainly what Madam
Pomfrey teaches the girls at Hogwarts! Lack of attention doesn’t absolve us of the
responsibility.” She looked thoughtful. “Those release forms we signed acknowledged that we
had received the materials that were sent to Dumbledore. You didn’t even ask for them. Did
you read the releases at all?”

The Professor shook his head sadly. “I am simply trusting the Headmaster on this, Miss
Granger.”

“And, sir,” she continued, “there is another possibility that is also disturbing. Suppose a child
so conceived does qualify as an heir. The odds are that he would barely qualify—just above
the line. Would that be a proper way to fulfill your duty to your ancestors? To create an heir,
the progenitor of future Snape heirs, who is magically limited?”

Hermione looked up timidly into Snape’s eyes, and she was surprised to see that they were
almost... pleading. The dark man sighed. “As I am sure you will believe, Miss Granger, I very
unhappy about all this. My life has been... difficult lately. The Dark Lord has been demanding,
mainly, but it has also been... stressful to return to Houndsnape Hall after so long. And to see
great-grandfather again and then to lose him so quickly... that death-bed ritual... our
conversations and dances and...”

Hermione squeezed his arm slightly. “I know it’s been hard, sir. We’ve all been through a lot in
the past month, but you have had the worst of it. Nonetheless...”

He interrupted. “I’m not at all certain of that. The way that Albus has cornered you is horrible,
horrible. I should have...” He shook his head and sighed. “It has simply all been too much. But
you’re right; it was irresponsible of me not to inquire more closely. I’m afraid I’ve simply put
myself into Albus’s hands here. I must trust him.”
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“Trust him if you must, but I would advise you to stop signing things without reading them,
sir, particularly now that you have a fortune to lose,” she said lightly. “Professor Snape, I have
tremendous respect for the Headmaster, too; but there are simply too many things he doesn’t
know and doesn’t want to know, so he’s miscalculated. He knows nothing of pregnancy —
Professor McGonagall is quite eloquent on that point. I’m equally sure that he knows nothing
about this process he’s forced on us. He heard about it, he chose it, and he doesn’t want to
hear about problems. He’s also not understood us, sir—the way we’ve learned to work
together. And of course he doesn’t know I was at Septimius’ death-bed and that I now have
my own interest in the perpetuation of the Snape family and its reputation.”

The Professor bowed his head. “I just don’t know what to do. Albus has always guided me
well, before. But you’re right; he doesn’t know, and he doesn’t seem able to listen.”

“He has too many things to worry about. He was telling us just the other day that he is the
only person who knows everything that is going on. I think there are simply too many
problems at the moment, and when he finds a solution he checks it off the list and moves on
to the next. He really needs help. I’ve always assumed that I’ll be at Harry’s side in the fight,
but if that is impossible, and I think it’s likely to be, given the pregnancy, perhaps I can help
him.”

“Perhaps you can, Miss Granger. But bad as some of its repercussions turn out to be, we’ve
both agreed to Albus’s plan. And, in fact, I’ve been forbidden to discuss it with you.”

“Fine. He hasn’t forbidden you to discuss my plan, has he?”

Professor Snape looked up and really smiled at her for the first time all afternoon. “I’m sure he
would have, if he’d thought of it. How very Slytherin of you, Miss Granger. Yes, I suppose I
could discuss that.”

Hermione returned his smile with one of the brightest of her own. “Well, that’s good. Because
I really do need to discuss it with you. There are a lot of aspects of it that I’m unsure about. I
don’t know a lot about wizarding law; and also, Professor Dumbledore mentioned that it was
possible to tell...”

Professor Snape sighed with affectionate exasperation. “Miss Granger, why don’t you begin
our discussion of this plan of yours by telling me what it is? Succinctly, if you please? We can
discuss your insatiable need for further information later.”

“Fine, sir." She looked at him in her best know-it-all manner, as if she was presenting a theory
in class. "Succinctly put, my plan is that we marry secretly sometime in the next few days and
conceive a child naturally, but tell the Headmaster that we’ve done the I.V.F. as he asked.”

~o0o~
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Chapter 13 – The Conspiracy
~o0o~

Summary: Four conspirators meet in the Lilac Room to decide Hermione's fate.

~*~

After Hermione suggested her simple little plan to Snape, there was a rather long silence.

At last he spoke, in a bright, enthusiastic tone that Hermione had never heard from him
before. “What a lovely city Paris is, Miss Granger! Look! Isn’t that Notre Dame cathedral? And
a very pleasant little bridge leading across to it, too. Perhaps we should just saunter across
and go in? I’m told that the stained glass is rather fine.”

He sounded rather strangled, actually, she thought, looking at him curiously. “I’m sorry, sir. I
take it you don’t want to discuss my plan after all then?”

He sighed. “Miss Granger,” he said in a more natural voice, “you must let me have a little time
to accustom myself to the outline you’ve proposed. Perhaps we can talk about the details
later. And I have heard rather positive things about the cathedral.”

All right, she thought. Reasonable enough that he wouldn’t agree right away to marry her,
shag her, and lie about it to the Headmaster. It was rather a large order, all at once. So they
visited the cathedral, after which they proceeded to the nearby Sainte Chappelle, where
Professor Snape marveled at the windows and asked her to explain the biblical stories behind
them. She was quite surprised by his ignorance of the Bible, and recommended it to him,
suggesting he would find it useful in understanding many of the allusions in Muggle art and
literature, as well as being a beautiful and wise book in its own right. Professor Snape
suggested they move on to the Louvre, but Hermione felt that he was postponing the
inevitable, and besides, her feet were getting tired. She proposed that they return another
time for that.

Before they Apparated back to Yorkshire, however, she convinced the Professor to meet with
her and Professor McGonagall that evening to discuss their options. He was very reluctant to
take even so small a step against the Headmaster, but he reluctantly agreed that the high
chance of conceiving a Squib warranted discussion of the moral aspects of Dumbledore’s plan.

“I suspect that you and Minerva will do most of the talking, so I probably needn’t violate
Albus’s orders at all. And I am concerned about the loss of magical capacity, yours in
particular, but my own as well. I don’t know why this is so troubling. After all, I’m more or less
reconciled to giving my life for the cause—another thing you might think about in your own
calculations, Miss Granger.”

“Perhaps if you had a life, sir, you would be better able to hold on to it.” She smiled at him
cheekily, and he raised a quizzical eyebrow at her before they Apparated.

Hermione was pleased that he seemed to be bending a bit. She was a bit surprised that he
didn’t argue for simply putting before Dumbledore the problem of the depletion of their
magical capacities and the likelihood of a Squib. She was rather against this, in part because
she suspected that he might interfere in his niece’s efforts to conceive through an I.V.F. if he
realized the sacrifice it would entail. But clearly her Professor did not feel that Dumbledore
would be likely to listen even to these serious disadvantages.

Hermione and Professor Snape arrived at Houndsnape Hall only a few minutes before dinner,
and they entered the dining room together. The Headmaster pulled them aside immediately
and asked in a low voice if everything had gone as expected.

“There were no problems with the procedure,” Professor Snape said smoothly. “Miss Granger’s
magic proved to be compatible with the donor’s, and all of the donated eggs fertilized
properly.”

“Excellent!” said the Headmaster. “So you are pregnant, Hermione?”

“No, sir,” she answered. “The implantation just inserts the egg into the fallopian tubes. It is
not really considered a pregnancy until the egg is implanted in the womb. The Healer taught
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us a spell to test for pregnancy a week after implantation, but she said it might take up to two
weeks before we know. There is only a 68% pregnancy rate from the procedure, and it often
takes as many as three tries. I probably won’t be able to tell you anything more until well
after we return to Hogwarts.”

Professor Snape looked at her sharply, but he didn’t clarify her statement, for which Hermione
was very grateful.

“Very good. I’m glad to hear that all has gone well so far.” The Headmaster sounded
tremendously relieved. “Now I can get back to work. I shall be spending the rest of the holiday
in London, dealing with the Ministry. Scrimgeour is being extremely unreasonable.”

Hermione stifled a snort. The Headmaster should talk.

Dinner passed without incident. At ten o’clock, Hermione, Professor McGonagall, Professor
Snape, and, at Snape’s request, Remus Lupin gathered around the fireplace in Lilac Room.

“What on earth were you doing, Miss Granger?” Snape said as he arrived and cast a Silencing
spell. “We have decided upon nothing yet, and already you have been misleading the
Headmaster.” He sat down next to Professor McGonagall on the sofa.

“I’m sorry, sir. I was just keeping our options open. I didn’t lie—I simply allowed him to make
an assumption. If I’d told him that the implantation wouldn’t take place for another two days,
he might feel he should remain here to make certain we do it. And he clearly needs to be in
London. He might even insist upon being present.”

“He would have; you were quite right not to tell him about the delay, if you are not planning
to do the implantation,” Remus said decidedly. Professor Snape had obviously told him about
her proposal. “He said as much to me today. He was very concerned that you wouldn’t go
through with it. He said he should have gone with you to Paris, but he was afraid the Healer
might recognize him. He has relatives in France and sometimes appears in the press when he
visits.”

She certainly would have recognized him, Hermione thought, since he was her great-uncle.
She had not told anyone about the donor’s identity yet; she was rather worried that Professor
Snape might actually want to have a child who was related to Dumbledore.

Professor McGonagall shook her head in bemusement. “I don’t know why Albus is taking such
an unusual interest in the details of this process. Normally, he would leave such matters to me
or Molly. I suppose it’s because he’s so pleased with his application of Muggle science that he’s
so insistent about having it work out exactly as he planned. It’s a mistake. He’s not good at
it.” She looked at Professor Snape. “You remember that debacle last spring where he tried his
hand at matchmaking. This is the same sort of thing.”

Professor Snape rolled his eyes. “Indeed. But at least this time, his plan has some things to
recommend it. It allows me to inherit the Trust so that it can be available to the Order, while
preserving the propriety of the student-teacher relationship. It’s really quite a brilliant idea on
the surface.”

“Yes, but that’s just my point. He’s no experience in these things. The details are always
important in such matters. And he clearly did not read the materials the clinic sent; he has no
idea how unlikely it is that this procedure will produce an eligible heir.”

“But we are not here to discuss the Headmaster’s plan,” Hermione said. “For one thing,
Professor Snape has been forbidden to do so. For another, I have now ruled it out completely.
I will not do it. That is my final decision.”

“You should have made that decision two days ago.” Professor Snape said, reprovingly. “You
agreed then to do what the Headmaster asked, and it seems to me you should keep your
word.”

“Professor Dumbledore did not give me sufficient time to think about it. I will not hold myself
to an agreement given under such pressure and in ignorance of so many circumstances.” She
looked at Professor McGonagall and Remus. “I don’t know whether Professor Snape has
mentioned it to you, but I checked with the Healer to clarify some of the details. The actual
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experimental statistics are somewhat less... optimistic than those in the handout I translated
for you. And there is an additional problem: the spell used to give the child even minimal
magical abilities will reduce both parents’ magical capacity.”

Remus and Professor McGonagall gasped. “Permanently?” asked Remus.

“Permanently. If three implantations are necessary, which is the case more than half the time,
Professor Snape could lose as much as ten percent of his magic, and I could lose as much as
fifteen percent.”

Professor McGonagall drew herself up. “Fifteen percent? Absolutely not. As your Head of
House, I forbid it. Surely Albus has no idea. He would never allow such damage to a student,
just to avoid violating some silly idea of sexual propriety that isn’t even against the school
code...”

The two men were shaking their heads. “He feels very strongly about sexual propriety,
Minerva,” Professor Snape said. “I believe he would still insist upon it. After all, he’s an
optimist, and there is some chance that we will lose smaller percentages than the maximum or
even the average. And the procedure might work the first time.”

“Yes,” Hermione said, “but even in the best case, with only one attempt and the smallest loss
attested, you will lose two percent and I will lose three percent. Your magical capacity, sir.
Think of all the times that you have needed every scintilla of your power. Even I can think of
such times, and my life has thus far been less... demanding than yours. In addition, the
articles suggest that the most powerful witches and wizards lose the most power, because
they cast the transfer spell more effectively, so it’s quite likely that you would lose a lot more.
I feel that any loss is too much, particularly when the other option is so easy.”

Professor Snape huffed impatiently. “Miss Granger, as I’ve already told you, I am indeed
troubled by the potential loss of magic. But as I’ve also told you, it seems a small risk
compared to the risk of my life, and we have both done that. I am more disturbed on your
account, but I still don’t feel this is serious enough to defy the Headmaster.”

“I think that your full magical strength is essential for the war, Professor. But what has really
decided me against the procedure is the high likelihood that I would give birth to a Squib.
You’ve said that a Muggle adoption is out of the question; and I will have no say in the matter.
So there is a seventy percent chance that I would be knowingly giving life to a child who is
dysfunctional in the world you will force it to live in—and for the sake of some sort of Victorian
illusion of propriety. I believe it would be immoral to collaborate in such a process, and I won’t
do it.”

Remus and Professor McGonagall looked at her approvingly and nodded, but Professor Snape
shook his head.

“So you would turn your parents, and eventually the world, over to the Dark Lord?” he said,
with a touch of the sneer she was so accustomed to hearing from him in class. “You would
have us give up hope?”

“No, Professor Snape,” she said, impatiently. “As I said when the will was read, that is a false
choice. A natural, old-fashioned sexual conception is a third choice, and one that the
Headmaster could have covered up as easily as he has covered up the procedure he
advocates. And he will, because he will think we’ve followed his orders.”

“And the wisdom of the Headmaster—the founder and director of the Order of the Phoenix, a
nationally and internationally respected wizard—he is to be completely disregarded? You are
suggesting that we should all simply ignore his orders in favor of the arguments of an
unqualified student witch?” Again it was Professor Snape who raised the objection, in a tone
that she hadn’t heard for several weeks.

“Well, yes, essentially. Because he does not have all the information, and you and Professor
Lupin have agreed that he isn’t completely rational on the subject, so there’s no point
presenting it to him. His insistence on the I.V.F. option actually makes the option I’ve
proposed better—the fact that we’re going behind his back takes care of several of his worries.
Because we went to the clinic, the Headmaster will be able to deny that he had any knowledge
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of a sexual relationship. In fact, if he doesn’t inquire too closely, he may never know. If a
public suspicion somehow arises, the whole matter is nicely confused by the I.V.F. option.”

Hermione looked around at the older people with a puzzled air. “And I don’t understand how it
could arise. The Headmaster keeps saying that people would find out if I were the mother, but
I can’t find any evidence that they would. There aren’t any maternity spells that are
comparable to the paternity spells used in law—there would be no point, since wizards don’t
use artificial means of conception. Or have I missed something? Would anyone know if I were
the biological mother of the child?”

Minerva looked up. “I would know,” she said promptly. “At the birth of a magical child, its
name and the names of the mother and the father appear in the registry of potential Hogwarts
students. I am authorized to use the book to prepare offers of admission every year.”

“The mother’s unmarried name appears as well?”

Professor McGonagall looked at her curiously. “Yes, of course. Full names. The mother’s
maiden name can be helpful in tracking a child’s whereabouts, particularly if the father has
died and the mother remarried.”

“I see. So you would learn the name of the donor after the birth. And who has access to that
register, besides yourself and the Headmaster? How else could word leak out?”

“I know of no other way. And it is unlikely to leak out through means of the registry. I’ve
sworn a very strict oath not to reveal any discrepancies between the register and what is
publicly said by the family, although I may confirm the parentage the family asserts if I deem
it useful, for example, if it is maliciously challenged. Albus is not allowed to look at the book at
all. The chairman of the school governors and the Minister for Magic have access, though they
must also take the oath. However, as far as I know, none of them has ever asked to see it. In
fact, we don’t exactly make a point of telling them they have the right to look at the register.
The parents are quite often not what you’d expect.” She shook her head. “The book contains a
great deal of very sensitive information, and it is a very good thing that access to it is so
carefully restricted. I’ve never liked the idea that the Minister should have access to it, and
Albus agrees with me. He was Deputy Head for some years, and he came to the same
conclusion.”

“And yet, the scandal was Dumbledore’s strongest argument for the I.V.F., I thought. I
wonder what his real motive was. Perhaps it was just his discomfort about the sex.” Hermione
looked thoughtful and then smiled. “But that’s not important, really. The important thing is, it
will not be widely known or easy to determine who the biological mother is. I thought not— he
wouldn’t have risked it. And it should be possible to keep it even from him.”

“You are overlooking another bit of evidence, however, Miss Granger,” the Potions Master said,
a sarcastic edge to his voice. “If we should follow your clever little suggestion, what will the
Headmaster say when he finds the unicorns are avoiding you? At the reading of the will you
mentioned, quite unnecessarily, I thought, that you are still a virgin. To retain such a state at
your age is quite unusual, and I am sure the Headmaster noticed it. How will you explain the
loss of your virginity?”

“Yes, I found it rather amusing that the Headmaster seems to pretend that sex never takes
place while witches are still in school and yet everyone was quite surprised by the fact that I
was still a virgin. But it is no longer an issue. I’ve already lost my virginity.”

There was a short silence and then all three of her listeners spoke at once. “What!” “In the
past two days?” What?” “Harry?” “Merlin, Hermione, how could you!” “Was it Mr. Weasley who
deflowered you, Miss Granger?”

“It was Healer Doré, actually,” said Hermione smiling, reaching into her robes. “She said it
could cause complications at the end of the pregnancy, but I think she was really thinking of
the war. As she pointed out, the barrier would be torn anyway when the child is born, and this
way we could collect the blood.” She handed the vial containing the blood from her hymen to
Professor Snape.
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“Merlin, girl! Do you have any idea what this is worth? The blood of a seventeen-year-old
virgin witch? Merlin!” Snape looked at her as if she was out of her mind.

“Eighteen. I’m eighteen and one-quarter years old, Professor. I keep telling you.”

“Indeed. And you are quite a powerful witch as well. Good heavens. This is incredibly rare.
And you were just walking around with this in your pocket all afternoon? Thousands and
thousands of galleons worth of virgin’s blood? And you’re eighteen? Really? Do you have any
idea how strong a healing potion it would make? And this is enough to make several large
cauldrons full of the precious stuff.”

“Yes, Professor, I know. That’s why I’m giving it to you,” she said smugly. “I knew you’d
appreciate it and use it wisely. But please do save the empty bottle, in case the Headmaster
inquires about the unicorns.”

She waited until he’d put away the bottle and was again paying attention. “Now, let me list the
advantages of a natural conception. Instead of a loss of magical capacity, the mother normally
gets a two percent increase, and the father loses none. Instead of a one-third chance of
enough magical capacity to get into Hogwarts, there’d be a high probability that the child
would be both smarter and more magical than either of us. Statistically, there’s less than .01
percent chance of a Squib with a Muggle-born mother. Instead of a two-in-three chance of
conception, it’s close to a certainty, given that we’ve both taken these industrial-strength
fertility potions. So you’d probably only have to close your eyes and imagine I’m Fleur
Delacour once.”

Professors McGonagall and Snape snorted, but Remus looked pensive.

Hermione took a deep breath. “And, for what it’s worth, sir, instead of an unknown donor who
is married to someone else and has no interest in the child, you would have a biological
mother who will love it and help raise it, if you allow her to; a mother who is not only willing
to marry you and live with you, but who thinks she would probably very much enjoy doing
so.” Her voice became a little soft and unsure here, and Remus and Professor McGonagall
exchanged looks. Professor Snape seemed rather interested in his fingernails.

“So, sir,” she said more firmly after a moment, “assuming that the Headmaster will never find
out, do you have any other reasons for refusing to go to bed with me?”

“You’re a student, Miss Granger,” Snape said firmly, though she noticed that his fingernails
seemed now to be digging deeply into his palms. “Nothing more need be said.”

Professor McGonagall huffed in exasperation. “Severus, it’s not against the rules. These things
have been happening for years, in far less excusable ways, and for far more trivial reasons. It
will not come out unless you want it to because I shall be the only one with access to the
records that would reveal Hermione’s true role. If it should come out, the whole world will
know about the extenuating circumstance of the will. There’s no question of coercion or
favoritism; Albus will be grading her work. Hermione is fully of age not only in our world, but
in the Muggle world. Sexual relations will not take place on Hogwarts property. It can’t even
be called a clandestine affair, because her Head of House, an elderly and highly respectable
witch, knows and approves whole-heartedly.”

“And so does your best friend,” said Remus. “It’s the right thing to do. I’d do it, in your place,
and I’m not even in love with her. Why not, Severus?”

Professor Snape’s hands were now clenched tightly together in his lap and his long, straight,
black hair hung in curtains over his face as he looked down at them. “Because I would be
violating Albus’s trust. I agreed to do this his way.”

Hermione shook her head. “But the Headmaster should trust you as well, sir. He is concerned
about the funds for the Order and about the reputation of himself and his school for protecting
students. You would be acting in a way that will better serve his interests than he has done
himself. If the child isn’t magical, there will be a gap in the payments from the Trust until I’m
pregnant again. And if it came out that I’d sacrificed so much of my magical power on his
orders, his reputation for protecting students would surely suffer. You would be protecting me
from the loss and him from the scandal such a loss would cause. And don’t you owe something
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to Septimius, as well as Dumbledore? He trusted you, after all. He kept his side of the bargain.
And you know what he wanted from you.”

The Professor lowered his head even further, avoiding her gaze. “But I’m a difficult, moody,
unhappy person, Miss Granger,” he said softly. “I’ve always been cruel to you and your
friends; and I’ve enjoyed it. And I’m a Death Eater, tied for life and perhaps thereafter to a
man more evil than you can have any conception of. I’ve done horrible, horrible things—you
have no idea what terrible things I’ve done. You ought to hate me. I am not good enough for
you. I don’t deserve such happiness.”

Hermione got up from her chair and walked over to kneel in front of where he sat on the sofa,
wrapping his hands in her own. “Most of those things are not quite true any more. And those
that are true aren’t important to me. Please, Professor Snape, will you do this for Septimius?
For your family? Will you do it for yourself?” He looked up at her, finally, and she added very
softly, “Will you do it for me?”

He looked into her eyes with an odd mixture of hope and fear. Slowly, he nodded to her, and
then bent even further over his lap, resting his forehead on their joined hands.

There was a long silence, and finally Remus cleared his throat. “I’ve got some Firewhisky in
my room that might be useful just now. I’ll just fetch it, if you’ll excuse me, Hermione.” He left
without waiting for an answer.

Professor McGonagall handed Hermione a handkerchief and she began wiping the tears from
the Potions Master’s face. By the time Remus returned with the Firewhisky and four glasses,
the dark man was himself again, although Professor McGonagall had taken Hermione’s chair
and Hermione was tucked up comfortably against her Professor’s side. One of his hands rested
nonchalantly across the back of the sofa behind her, but the other hand was in her lap, held
tightly by both of hers. Professor McGonagall’s eyes were suspiciously bright. Remus poured
rather substantial drinks and passed them around

Professor McGonagall took a long, grateful sip of the Firewhisky. “Now,” she said. “We’ve
resolved two questions, I think: we’ve decided the child should be conceived naturally and that
we should keep this from the Headmaster for his own good. Is everyone agreed?

Professor Snape looked down at Hermione fondly and then up at his colleague. He gave a
small but quite definite nod. Hermione and Remus murmured their agreement.

“Fine,” she said. “We have a conspiracy. The next question is marriage. Severus is already
committed to that, of course; Dumbledore’s holding his signed contract. And Miss Granger has
expressed her willingness to marry as well. I think we’re all agreed that this is a question of
strategy, not morality. This is not going to be a one-night stand, whatever we decide and
however much it may look like one for the first six months or so. You’ll be raising a child
together later, and I’m sure you’ll both want marriage eventually.”

Hermione looked at her companions, slightly embarrassed. “I think so, too, Professor. Purely
as a matter of strategy, I think it would be best to be married by the time the baby is born,
and perhaps before conception. If the truth eventually leaks out, that will make everyone
involved look better; us, you, and even Dumbledore and Hogwarts. And I would be willing to
conceive the child without the marriage if necessary—but I’d prefer to do things the right way
around. And if there’s to be any sort of ceremony, it would be better here than at Hogwarts;
we’d have more control, and I think I’d enjoy it more if I wasn’t hugely pregnant.”

Professor Snape nodded. “All very good points,” he said. Then he turned to his colleague
curiously. “But why do you say that Dumbledore has my contract?”

Professor McGonagall sighed. “He snatched it when Hermione got up to take the parchments
the fertility clinic sent. Under the circumstances, it was a useful trade. He said he feared that
the hormones of pregnancy might tempt her to make an irrational choice.”

Snape looked at Hermione and shook his head. “He really insisted on giving you no choice at
all, didn’t he?”

Hermione nodded. “But I’m sure Mr. Rookwood would be glad to prepare another contract. He
said I was to call on him for anything.”
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“No, we don’t want a contract,” Snape said. “That would be registered with the Ministry
immediately; Dumbledore would know about the marriage a quarter hour later. And the Dark
Lord would know not long after. That sort of marriage would work only after he falls—and
possibly not until after the child is born. I think you are correct; we shouldn’t wait that long. If
you’re married to me, you would inherit my share in the Trust’s annual dispersal, should
anything happen to me.”

“Nothing’s going to happen to you, Professor.” Hermione said in a soft, sure voice. She put
down her Firewhisky and took his hand again. “And I’d like to think I’ll be able to support
myself, once I’ve graduated. I should be able to scrape a N.E.W.T. or two, I think.”

“With a small child of dubious antecedents? No, a clear title to the money might be very
important to you.” Professor McGonagall replied, as Professor Snape did not look as though he
could trust his tongue. “But I agree, Severus. A Ministry marriage would be far too dangerous;
there are provisions for secrecy, but I don’t think any of them would survive Albus’s
inquiries—or You-Know-Who’s.”

“Are Muggle ceremonies valid?” asked Hermione. “Or ceremonies abroad? We could go back to
France.”

Remus shook his head. “Muggle ceremonies are acceptable, but very easily challenged. Most
wizards don’t consider them true marriages until they’re registered with the Ministry. And the
Ministry requires a registration of foreign ceremonies once you re-enter England as well.”

“And there’s no way to contract a wizard marriage secretly, without registering it with the
Ministry? Like a Muggle religious ceremony?”

“Yes, of course,” Snape murmured absently. There was another long silence, during which the
men and Professor McGonagall were clearly deep in thought.

Hermione looked at them, perplexed. “Um... Please forgive me, but being Muggle-born, maybe
I don’t know about these things,” she said apologetically.

Remus smiled at Hermione. “An old-fashioned binding is what we’re all thinking. It’s rarely
done these days in England, but it is still quite, quite legal. More than legal, actually. It may
be registered after its occurrence, but it need not be. It creates its own proof, which can be
presented to the Ministry at any time. But that could be a problem in your case, since you
would be having a child so soon. The birth of a child makes a binding permanent and
unbreakable. Neither of you could change your mind, ever.”

Hermione nodded. “I see. I’d have no objection. I won’t change my mind.”

Snape smiled down at her. “There speaks the naiveté that Albus is so worried about.”

She stuck her tongue out at him and they all laughed.

Professor McGonagall smiled. “She’s probably right, though. I think you’ll each need the
security of knowing that the other is bound to you permanently. The next six months are
going to be very hard. You’ll have one night together, and then, probably, you’ll be back to
being student and teacher until Hermione leaves Hogwarts. You’ll both be acting roles with
each other all the time. There are bound to be misunderstandings. I’ll do my best, and I’m
sure Remus will, too, to pass information back and forth, but you’ll need that security, and no
Ministry contract will give you the confidence in each other that a good old-fashioned binding
will. And the blessings the ritual grants may come in handy as well.”

Snape nodded. “That’s true. And it would also give Hermione complete financial security, if I
should be killed. She’d have an absolute right to my share in the Snape Trust, and once the
child is born, there would be no question of legitimacy, even if I were killed before I could
acknowledge it. And she and our child would inherit the entire Trust. In fact, a binding would
make the financial future of the Order far more secure than Albus’s plan would. If I’m killed
next week, and we’re not married or bound, the entire Trust—including my allowance—will
revert to the Haven until the heir is born. It might even be problematic after that; I’m not sure
whether “dies without issue” excludes posthumous children. As a wife, Miss Granger would get
it without question, and her child would be automatically legitimate. I’m certainly willing to be
bound to her.”
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“I’m willing as well. But please don’t even talk about being killed!” Hermione said, raising his
hand to her lips.

“Now, we need to decide when,” Professor McGonagall said firmly. "I’d suggest tomorrow for
preparation, if that’s enough, and then New Year’s Day for the ceremony. That should be an
auspicious beginning. I could perform it, but I’d much rather not. I’m a horrible Occlumens,
and I think Albus would see it if I took such a central role. Also, I think Hermione will need a
female attendant. We’re going to have to add a few people to our conspiracy.”

“What about Mr. Rookwood?” Hermione asked. “He’d do it, I’m sure.”

“He’d be perfect.” Snape agreed. “I’m sure he’s qualified, and I’m going to have to involve him
anyway to deal with wills and such.” Hermione looked suddenly alarmed. “And he’s not an
Order member, so he would have no compunctions about going against Albus.”

“He’d do that with relish,” she laughed. “He called the Headmaster almost as many names as
Professor McGonagall did. But what about Harry and Ron and Ginny? I don’t think I could do it
without them.”

“You’ll have to, I’m afraid.” To Hermione’s surprise it was Professor McGonagall and not
Professor Snape who spoke. “They have tasks of their own, and soon they’ll be new members
of the Order, and they’ll be on trial to some extent. Not a time to be asking them to defy
Albus. At least not any more than I’ve already asked them to,” she added with a smile. “No, it
will be only the five of us for now. Perhaps you can owl Agamemnon tonight, Severus?
Excellent. Now, tomorrow Hermione and I will need to go to Diagon Alley. We can say she
needs to put Helena’s necklace in her Gringott’s vault. She ought to do that anyway, and
there’s no jewelry allowed in the ceremony. And we can use the time to get her some
everyday robes, which will be useful in hiding her pregnancy. Albus will approve of that.”

Professor Snape nodded. “Excellent. Remus and I can escort you there and back and have
lunch with Rookwood,” Snape said. “That’s quite a reasonable thing for us to do. It’s much
safer than telling him all of this in an owl, and we’ll have the benefit of his advice. But I’d like
to add two more to our conspiracy: Timothy and Rose.”

“Indeed,” said Remus. “They’ll both be invaluable, of course, not only for the ceremony but for
afterwards...” He looked at Hermione and smiled.

They discussed a few more logistical questions, and then Remus and Professor McGonagall
took their leave.

Professor Snape looked down at his fiancée and met her eyes. For once his face looked open
and undefended. “You realize, Miss Granger, that I have been miserable for the past three
days, realizing what I’d let you in for. And the worse the whole procedure began to look, the
worse I felt. You’ll never have any conception of how sorry I am to have put you through all
this.”

She smiled. “You don’t need to apologize. I know how hard you must find it to go against the
Headmaster. He’s done so much for you. But it isn’t a betrayal to disagree with someone when
they’re wrong. And I really believe that if he could know what we’re doing, but without having
to face knowing it, you know, he’d be happy with it.”

He shook his head. “It isn’t only that, you know, or even mostly that. You see, I knew I should
have argued with Albus, fought for us to marry and have a proper child as great-grandfather
wanted, but to do that, I would also have been fighting for what I wanted: you, as my wife
and the mother of my child. You as a sexual partner. And I knew I didn’t deserve that. And I
knew Albus would see it as selfishness and probably as an indication of perverse lusts in one
of his staff. And he wouldn’t approve; I’m not certain I would have been any more successful
than you were. But now—deserving you even less than I did, since I didn’t defend you as I
should have—now, I’m going to get everything I wanted, and more than I’ve ever deserved. I
have no right to be as happy as I am about all this, particularly when I’ve made you so
miserable.”
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“Don’t be silly. I’m not at all miserable, now that you’ve agreed; and it was never your fault
anyway. It was all this stupid fight between the Headmaster and Septimius. It’s all their
doing.”

“No, it was my fault. Great-grandfather didn’t even want to meet you and Harry, you know.
He refused absolutely. Then he looked into my mind — I was never able to keep him out, I
think because of our history and relationship. Anyway, he saw you, and how completely
entranced and obsessed and bedazzled and charmed I was by you.”

“Really?” Hermione was astonished. “Harry said he thought you might fancy me, but I didn’t
think it was very likely. You didn’t act much like it; I thought if Harry were right, you’d have
shown a little more interest when I thanked you for the broom with a kiss. I thought all that
flirting was a role you were playing for Septimius.”

“I did show a bit more interest in your second kiss, though.” Professor Snape smirked a little.
“I’m a spy, Miss Granger. You would do well to take that into account when evaluating my
emotional reactions.” He looked into her eyes for a moment, and raised her hand to his lips. “I
‘fancy’ you very much indeed.”

Hermione had trouble breathing for a moment. “Well,” she said eventually, giving his hand a
squeeze, “that’s convenient, since you have to marry me.”

“Indeed. Anyway, when great-grandfather saw you in my mind, he was appalled. He’d read
the interviews in the Daily Prophet, and he knew you were a... Muggle-born witch, although
that wasn’t the way he put it. But he was desperate for an heir. So we made a deal. He would
be pleasant, welcome you and Harry, and host the house party, and if you met the minimal
standards he’d decided he could hold a Muggle-born witch to, he would grudgingly agree to a
marriage if I would commit myself to fathering an heir almost instantly. In the end, of course,
he was delighted with both of you, and the fact that Harry is such a powerful wizard and such
a personable young man, despite his Muggle-born mother, helped convince him as well.”

“Oh,” said Hermione suddenly. “So that was the conversation I overheard. He thought you
shouldn’t tell me that that was the plan?”

“Yes; he didn’t know you very well then, although he’d already begun to realize that my
fascination with you was more than just... er... physical, as he’d thought at first. His idea was
that I would propose marriage, leaving you to believe that there would be no thought of
children until you left Hogwarts. He even wanted me to give you a fertility potion and tell you
that it was a contraceptive, though I told him you’d recognize it. It was a truly idiotic plan,
even for a Gryffindor, and even if you’d been a lot less intelligent than you are. He abandoned
it within a day. And I’ve been terribly worried about what he was going to do instead, but he
refused to tell me.”

Hermione nodded. “Well, I think he read Dumbledore quite shrewdly. He realized that
Dumbledore has the power to cover up my pregnancy, and he’s managed to get him to do
that. You know, I am quite happy that the magical I.V.F. procedure has proved to be so
inferior to a natural conception, too, since that’s got Professor McGonagall on our side. And it
helps that she was so furious with the Headmaster for the way he treated me, but I think
she’d be a lot less supportive of my insistence on marrying properly if the I.V.F. option didn’t
require such a sacrifice of magical power. Remus, too, perhaps. Everyone’s so protective of
me — they’re afraid that my adolescent passions and hormones might lead me to think I’m in
love and make a huge mistake.”

“And do you... do you think you’re in love with me, Miss Granger?” He lifted her chin up so
that she looked him at him directly.

“No, sir,” she replied. “I’m sorry. I really don’t think I am.”

He looked so disappointed that she quickly began to stroke his hand reassuringly. “That’s why
I know it’s the right thing to do, sir. I mean, I don’t feel all wildly attracted or romantic about
you. I don’t think I’m being deluded by adolescent hormones as the Headmaster seems to
fear. I’m more than okay with you physically — I enjoyed what you did when we were
dancing, and I enjoyed your flirting and kissing you, as I’m sure you realized. I’m not good at
hiding my pleasure in that sort of thing.”
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He smiled at that. “No; and I’d much prefer it if you didn’t try to improve that particular skill.”

She laughed, a little embarrassed. “But mainly I simply feel comfortable and happy when I’m
with you. I’m fond of you. It’s a bit as if Harry or Ron could talk intelligently about things I’m
interested in. But it’s more than that, too. I admire you, and I’m a bit in awe of your courage
and your intelligence and all the things you could teach me. The idea of living with you, day
after day, just sounds really interesting and pleasant. We work well together and we’d always
have a lot to talk about. And I think, based on what I know of you, that if we have time to live
together like that, without the pressures of Voldemort or the Headmaster, that I could come to
love you quite a lot.”

He looked up hopefully at that, and she continued. “But I think it’s a good thing that I don’t
feel overcome by passion right now. I can be sure I’m marrying you for completely rational
reasons—because it seems a good solution to a lot of problems. And it is something I’d really
like to do.” She smiled wryly. “And it’s not like I’m giving up a chance for some great romance
later on. I don’t think I’d have had a lot of offers anyway; there’s the Muggle-born thing, and
most men are threatened by women who are smarter than they are—but with you that’s not a
problem. I think we’re quite well suited. Ginny certainly thinks so, and she’s clever about
things like that.”

He sighed. “And it’s a bit much of me to ask for romantic love when I haven’t even proposed
to you properly.”

Hermione giggled. “No, you haven’t, have you? I suppose I proposed to you — I mean, I got
down on my knees and everything. But that’s all right, Professor. It’s really not important to
me.”

He raised an eyebrow. “I supposed you did, though you sound unusually clear-headed about
it. I’m afraid I am a bit overcome by passion, to be truthful. I’ve never felt like this before, but
I’m pretty certain that it is love. I’ve been fighting an attraction to you since the middle of
your sixth year, you know, so the Headmaster’s suspicions about perverse lusts are not
entirely without basis. But it isn’t particularly, or at least not exclusively, lust. Mainly, I think
we work well together, in all senses of the word. And I look forward to showing you things, to
teaching you about the world—I love the way you pick up ideas and toss them back with all
sorts of interesting perspectives added. I enjoy talking with you. And, if we’re ever allowed
simply to enjoy one another, I think I could make you love me—as I am now. I have been a
horrible person in the past and done horrible things; I am not exaggerating that part, you
know. I’m not sure you could, or should, ever really love what I have been.”

“Perhaps not. But what you are now is a result of what you have been, and I’m willing to take
on the whole package. I like talking with you, too. And, I admit, I’m looking forward to the
physical side of things. I’ve really enjoyed it when you flirted. I’ve liked... touching you.” She
blushed, but met his eyes a little defiantly.

“I have been very consciously flirtatious—it is not something that comes naturally to me,
though I have enjoyed it and very much enjoyed your reactions.” He smirked, but then his
eyes turned serious. “But I wanted you to know, regardless of what ridiculous scheme great-
grandfather came up with in the way of coercion, that it would not be unwilling on my side. I
suppose I might simply have told you that, and avoided embarrassing you. But some things
it’s better to show—I’m not sure you’d have believed me. And I suppose I was hoping to
create feelings in you, if I could, so that you wouldn’t find what he’d asked you to do so
unpleasant. But mostly I’ve just been unable to resist touching you. You’ve become so much
more beautiful in these past few weeks... Irresistible...”

“It’s Rose. She’s made me feel beautiful. I’ve never been an... attractive witch. I’m afraid it’s
an illusion, but I like it. And it’s been good having all that stuff my grandmother and my aunt
insisted on teaching me—curtseys and table manners and dealing with the aristocracy that
they made me work on until it was second nature—having all that stuff turn out to be useful
and proper. Ever since Mr. Prewett reacted so strikingly to my curtsey, I’ve felt really
confident—as if I could handle your world.”

“You can, I’m sure. It is interesting the way those gestures work on such a basic level to allow
people to assume your background. They’re much more effective than words, because they



The Lioness Prophecies

130

are innate. No one is consciously judging; you just do it properly, and everyone draws the
corresponding conclusions. You really should curtsey to Draco sometime—but save it for some
time when it will really throw him off his stride.”

“I’ll do my best sir. And now, I think I need to get to sleep. We’re going to be very busy the
next few days.”

“Very busy indeed. And I still need to owl Agamemnon Rookwood before I retire. But may I
kiss my fiancée good night?”

“Yes. In fact, I insist upon it.” She looked up at him, licking her lips. He threw back his head
and laughed as he had not laughed in years.

It was sometime later that Professor Snape made his way to the study to write a note to Mr.
Rookwood. And it was a tribute to his long-practiced control over his own emotions that the
resulting note was at all coherent.

~o0o~
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Chapter 14 – Binding Promises
~o0o~

Summary: The new year brings a new role for Hermione, as the secret wife of her Potions Master.

~*~

“Elizabeth Dumbledore? Good heavens!” gasped Professor McGonagall, as she and Hermione
sat in a small Muggle café near Diagon Alley on New Year’s Eve. It was a bright, snowy
afternoon, and they each had several parcels as a testimony to a long morning spent shopping
and doing errands. The Professor shook her head sadly. “I truly cannot believe that the
Headmaster dared do such a thing! I would have found out as soon as the child was born!
Humph. Well, that would explain several circumstances.” The Deputy Head’s face was grim,
and boded no good for her superior. “Are you certain she’s the donor? How on earth did you
work this out?”

Hermione explained the clues she’d had and the research she’d done. “I can see how it
happened. The Headmaster must have heard that she was going to be using the I.V.F.
procedure through her father or grandfather and he was intrigued by the possibility that I
could become pregnant with Snape’s child without having sexual relations. That’s what really
bothers him, I’m sure, not the threat of scandal or an imprudent marriage. Then, because he
was worried that sharing a child might make us closer and lead to sex anyway, he'd have
asked if it would be possible to use her extra eggs.”

The Professor snorted. “I don’t for a moment believe it was as innocent as that. Elizabeth is
the Headmaster’s favorite great-niece. I should have suspected when he said it was someone
at Beauxbatons. Albus was furious when she became engaged to a professional Quidditch
player—he thought Jean Yves was intellectually unworthy of her—and he tried very hard to
arrange for Elizabeth marry Severus instead.”

Hermione gasped. “You’re kidding, Professor!” She began to worry. Would Professor Snape be
furious when he realized that he might have married Dumbledore’s niece, and with the
Headmaster’s approval, if she hadn’t interfered?

“Oh, yes. He probably still has hopes that this procedure will tie them together in the end. The
man will never learn. He had Elizabeth to stay with him at Hogwarts for Easter vacation last
spring, you know, and made such pathetic attempts to push them together that even
Professor Binns remarked upon it.”

“Did he have any success?” Hermione tried to sound casual.

“On the contrary, my dear; Elizabeth was terrified of him. She’d been engaged to Yves for six
months already — she was writing him every day. It hardly took Alastor Moody’s eye to see
that she was madly in love with the man. Albus, with his usual ham-handedness, insisted that
Severus spend hours showing her the castle, teach her some complicated potion, take her to a
lecture in London, and entertain her in all sorts of contrived ways. And the poor man had been
looking forward to his vacation for months! He can’t do anything extensive during term, you
know, because experimental potions need to be observed as they brew and it’s usually
impossible to fit them in between his classes.”

“Of course. I’d never thought about that. He must have thrown a fit.”

“Not at all. It’s very rare for him to cross Albus, you know. He just mutters about it nastily
afterwards and feels put upon. He’s quite a pussycat, Severus is, underneath all that anger,
and I speak as one who knows. No, he was extremely polite to the young woman. But, of
course, she’d never dealt with anyone who didn’t treat her like a china doll, so his brusque
manner and even his wit put her off. She’s sweetly docile and totally without imagination, as
all proper pure-blood young women are before marriage, so she didn’t understand half of what
he said. Nevertheless, the word of the head of her family was law. So when Albus asked her if
she liked Severus and whether she was enjoying his company, of course she always said, ‘Oh
yes, sir, very much, sir’ and Albus began putting tremendous pressure on Severus to propose
to her.”

“Did he... like her?” Hermione found she very much hoped he had not.
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“It seemed to me that he enjoyed the unusual status of having young woman with him and
the fact that she represented Dumbledore’s trust in him. But as a companion, he found her
rather tedious, I believe, although he is so fond of Albus that he never said so. But Madam
Maxime doesn’t encourage the... er... creative spirit. Her best students are normally sweet,
well-behaved young women who follow directions without question. Muggle-borns are not
admitted to Beauxbatons, you know, although half-bloods have been admitted now for about a
century.”

Hermione frowned. “I had no idea. So what happened?”

“Severus very patiently explained that his work for the Order would put a wife in terrible
danger. Dumbledore, of course, said he had every confidence that Severus could protect her.
Severus pointed out that the young woman was engaged and writing daily to Yves. He said it
would be both futile and immoral to try to press his attentions on a betrothed woman. So
Dumbledore called her in and insisted she break off the engagement. At that point she wrote
her mother, who showed up in a fury with the fiancé in tow in the middle of a staff meeting,
forced Albus to summon Elizabeth, and took her daughter home. It was quite a scene. They
were bound immediately afterwards, before Elizabeth’s graduation, and it makes sense that
they are now desperate to have a child—so that Albus cannot interfere. I hope he never finds
out she’s sacrificed some of her magical capacity to do so, although if their child is a Squib or
not magical enough to attend Beauxbatons, he’ll be angry enough. But he’ll have no further
contact with the clinic now.”

“Well, he might. Did I mention that the Healer’s name was Doré?” She assumed Professor
McGonagall would know of the connection.

“Good heavens! His own great niece! He almost certainly will find out, then. And he will be
furious that Elizabeth has sacrificed some of the famous Dumbledore magical potential for
Jean, a mere Quidditch player.” She smiled grimly. “Well, we must keep that quiet. If she
doesn’t conceive by the process the first time, we don’t want Albus trying to interfere.”

“Is he really unworthy of her?”

“Jean Yves? Are you serious? My dear, you really must pay more attention to Quidditch! He’s a
world-famous Chaser, a bigger star than Viktor Krum, and far more attractive. He’s in his late
thirties, now, of course, and near retirement, but he’s one of those rugged masterful men,
with an irresistibly ugly face and soulful brown eyes. And he’s quite a powerful wizard, too; he
develops broom charms for Firebolt. He’s the one who did the final check on Harry’s Firebolt in
your third year, when we thought it might be jinxed. The company recommended him. We
were all thrilled to have him at the castle for a few days; Madam Hooch was beside herself —
she was practically drooling. Yes, Mr. Yves is quite something. Anyway, Elizabeth did an
internship with Firebolt the summer before her last year at Beauxbatons — her specialty is
charms as well — and that’s how they met. There was a lot in the papers about how noble he
was to marry a witch who was not classically beautiful — she has the Dumbledore nose,
unfortunately — but they’re perfect together. When he came to get her at Hogwarts...”
Professor McGonagall smiled reminiscently.

“Yes,” she said firmly. “If we can, we must very definitely keep Albus from finding this out, at
least until she’s pregnant. It’s a very good thing that Severus agreed to go behind his back.
Otherwise I must have confronted Albus with the statistics and while that might have saved
your magic, it might also have meant the end of her marriage. And Remus and Severus may
be right—Albus might not have backed down even then.”

Hermione looked thoughtful. “It’s odd that he should think a Quidditch player an unsuitable
match for an academically inclined woman. He’s been rather pushing Ron on me lately.”

“Yes,” she said darkly. “I think he’s seen since he came here how well you and Severus were
getting along, and it interfered with his little pet project. Albus doesn’t see himself as a little
mind to be constrained by consistency. But what about Mr. Weasley? Will he be hurt by your
marriage? I know you two have been dating.”

“No, we broke up late last spring. But we’ve agreed that we’ll pretend we’re still involved, at
least until Ron finds someone else. It will take some pressures off me, and Harry thinks people
pay less attention to a girl who’s attached.”
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“I’m glad of that. It would be hard on Weasley, otherwise. And what Potter says is probably
true, sadly. Women who are part of a couple tend to be seen as the secondary member.
Hermione, have you really thought about this marriage? We can still cancel it if you aren’t
certain. Albus is right, you know; it’s a very solemn commitment to make at eighteen. You’ll
be giving up a good deal of freedom and making many future choices impossible. Do you
really love Severus?”

“That’s what he asked me. I don’t think I do, actually. I mean, I don’t feel about him as I did
about Ron at first and even with Viktor. You know, all quivery and silly. I think I’m a bit too
much in awe of him for that. When we’re on a more equal footing, perhaps some of the
quivery stuff will come, though I wouldn’t miss it if it didn’t. I’m very fond of him, you know. I
feel really safe and comfortable when we’re together, and I admire his dedication to the cause
and his bravery and intelligence. When he holds me, I’m happy, and I don’t want him to stop.
I like my relationship with him. I think it will be all right.”

Professor McGonagall smiled. “I think it will be more than all right. If you feel trust and
affection and respect, that’s a very good start. You may find you feel a little quivery tomorrow
night. I hope so. And I also hope you have some Muggle money for this delicious lunch, by the
way. I really hate transfiguring Galleons in public places.”

Hermione laughed. “Yes, of course. I wouldn’t have invited you to lunch if I hadn’t. I picked up
some pounds when we were at Gringotts.”

They returned to Houndsnape Hall, and Hermione spent the rest of the afternoon on her
broom, practicing Quidditch with Ron, Harry, and Ginny. She was still not very good,
particularly as a Chaser, but at least she was fairly sure she wouldn’t fall off. She looked over
at the empty terrace from time to time and thought of how much Septimius had enjoyed
watching them practice. Her mourning for him had been interrupted by the consequences of
his will, and she felt bad about this. But if he was with his Helena, now, perhaps he didn’t
care.

“Hermione!” She looked up just in time to catch Ginny’s pass and toss it back to Harry,
returning her mind to the game.

~*~

Dinner was late, so as to end with the coming of the New Year, but it was quite subdued, since
the house was still officially in mourning. The toasts were all to do with the war, and most of
them were sobering enough to counteract the champagne. Hermione did not stay long
afterwards; she gave Ron, Harry, and Ginny big hugs, wished the rest of the room a Happy
New Year, and retired.

She had exchanged very few words with Professor Snape at dinner, though their eyes had met
at midnight. He knocked at the door behind the cheval glass just as she was climbing into her
bed, and they sat together to look over the three binding rituals that he thought would do.
After some discussion they chose one that they both liked. Then he held her for a while,
asking her several times if she was really sure she wanted to go through with the binding. She
assured him that she did, and eventually he seemed to believe her.

“I still don’t quite understand why you’ve agreed to this, Hermione. But you are making me
very, very happy. And I hope that I can do the same for you — that someday we’ll both feel
that you made the right decision.”

She shook her head. “Not someday,” she said softly. “I think it’s the right decision now. And
you do make me happy, Professor. I like it when you hug me. I talked to Professor McGonagall
about it. She’s sure it will all work out well.”

He smiled at her a bit sardonically. “Well, if Minerva thinks so. Of course, she’s never been
much of a hand at Divination, you know. Sibyl doesn’t think much of her Inner Eye,” he
smirked.

Hermione snorted, smacked him lightly on the arm, and then kissed him lightly on the cheek
and sent him back to bed.

~*~
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On the morning of her wedding day, Hermione went down to breakfast and found Dumbledore
and Professor McGonagall waiting for her. Dumbledore was clearly furious.

“Miss Granger, I am very disappointed in you. You allowed me to believe that the implantation
had already taken place. Otherwise, I would have remained at Houndsnape to insure that you
go through with this. Unfortunately, I have now committed myself to a meeting in London
tonight, so I cannot do so.”

“Happy New Year, sir,” she said coolly. “But don’t worry. It’s really not necessary for you to be
here. I will do everything I can to ensure that I become pregnant and fulfill the terms of the
bequest. You’ve got an awful lot of important things to do, I’m sure. You really shouldn’t waste
any more time on it.”

Ron and Harry had entered the dining room, but Dumbledore gave them only a glance before
continuing his reprimand.

“Miss Granger, I’ll be frank. When we discussed this, you showed a completely inappropriate
insistence on being the mother of Professor Snape’s child. I explained to you why that would
not work, and yet you were very reluctant to have the donor eggs implanted. As a result, I
don’t entirely trust you to perform the procedure properly, despite your agreement to my
plan. But I have had to entrust the matter to Professor McGonagall; she and Remus Lupin will
dine with you and Professor Snape early this evening, and then you will all retire to your room
to perform the charm. Both of them will remain in your room until you are finished; I
understand that is a rather lengthy and draining procedure.”

Hermione snorted. Draining indeed! The Headmaster ignored her.

“Then Mr. Lupin will Floo to London to inform me personally and Professor McGonagall will stay
with you to ensure that you remain in the position that the Healer in Paris tells me will be the
most beneficial. I will not have you sabotaging this — it’s too important. Is that perfectly clear,
Miss Granger?” He shook his long finger at her.

Hermione sighed in exasperation. “What is clear is that you don’t trust me in the slightest, sir,
and I must say that I resent the way you’re treating me. Credit me with the intelligence to
realize what’s at stake, should the Order lose control of the Snape Trust and the sense to do
my utmost to ensure that it doesn’t happen.”

The Headmaster looked at her in amazement, and Hermione continued in an even angrier
tone. “I don’t know why you insist on treating me like a child, Headmaster. I’ve agreed to get
pregnant, to give birth to a child. This is not a minor little task! It’s a considerable sacrifice of
time, freedom, and comfort that I’m making for the sake of the Order’s continued solvency
and because I think Professor Snape deserves to have an heir, given the dangerous risks he
takes in the Order’s service.”

Dumbledore smiled at her placatingly. “Excellent, Hermione. Just as long as you use the donor
eggs and do not do anything to prevent...”

She interrupted him with a curt shake of her head. “Sir, I have as much stake in the outcome
of this war as anyone, and I can assure you that I will act accordingly, whether or not anyone
is watching me. Now, if you have nothing further to say to me, I’ll be in the summer
courtyard. I will not eat with someone who has shown such an insulting lack of trust and such
callous disdain for my sacrifices.”

As Hermione turned her back on the startled Headmaster and began coolly to fill her plate,
Professor McGonagall gave an angry snort. “I agree with Miss Granger entirely, Albus. You
might at least show her a little gratitude and respect for her sacrifice! If you dealt with men in
the cavalier way you are treating Hermione, our cause would be lost. I will do as you instruct
tonight, since you are so insistent about this, but from now on, this project will be entirely in
my hands. Is that understood? I will not have you insulting her. Miss Granger will have enough
to be getting on with without having to deal with an imperious old man who has no idea...”

Hermione smiled as the door closed behind her. She’d left her case in good hands, and the
Headmaster had unwittingly given them the time and freedom they needed for the binding.
And really, she was doing everything he asked except using the donor eggs. She worried a
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moment. He had made such a point of saying, on that afternoon before the funeral, that he
was the only one who knew everything, all the circumstances. Could it be that there was some
other reason for his insistence that Elizabeth be the biological mother? Some top-secret
consideration that he couldn’t tell them about? It was hard to imagine what a secret reason
that would require the Muggle technology of I.V.F., but it was possible, nonetheless. She
would have to ask Professor McGonagall, she thought, as she set her plate and pumpkin juice
down on the wicker table and relaxed in the early summer sunlight.

A moment later, Harry, Ron, and Ginny came in, carrying plates and grinning broadly. “You
left too soon, Hermione,” Ginny said. “You missed the part where McGonagall said she wished
to hell that the Headmaster could experience being eight and a half months pregnant
sometime, for a week or so.”

“Yeah,” Harry added. “Then she got this sort of speculative look in her eye, pulled out a quill,
and started writing notes on one of the napkins. Dumbledore looked terrified.”

Hermione giggled. “As well he should. Maybe she’ll let me try that as a special N.E.W.T.s
project in transfiguration. Though it might be more practical as a charm,” she added
thoughtfully.

“But Hermione,” Ron said. “You’ve got to tell us what is going on. We know something is.
We’ve seen you lie to teachers enough to be able to tell.”

She shook her head. “I did not tell Dumbledore a single lie, Ronald Weasley. I don’t know how
you could think such a thing.”

Harry grinned at her. “Of course you didn’t tell a lie. But you were very careful what you said.
When you speak carefully like that, there’s always something. C’mon, spill.”

Hermione looked around at them all and then cast a Silencing charm, although there was no
sign of anyone else in the courtyard. “All right, I’ll tell you. There are some things that
Dumbledore isn’t aware of and shouldn’t be aware of — scientific things, partly, about the
I.V.F. It’s very complicated, but he can’t know about it. But as a result of these things, I’ve
decided to do this slightly differently. Now you will all be joining the Order if he invites us,
right?”

“Of course! You won’t?” Harry sounded incredulous. They’d been fighting for this for years.

“No, I don’t think I will be. I’ll continue working as I have been, but I don’t want to tie my
hands. I don’t think, honestly, that I can be as blindly loyal to Dumbledore as Order
membership demands. I’m too angry with him at the moment, and I think anyway that I’m
more useful on the outside. If I were in the Order; I couldn’t disagree with him, and I’d have
to abide by his decisions. Remember when we went to save Ginny, against his explicit orders?
Could we have done that if we were members? No. But it was the right thing to do.”

“Are you saying we shouldn’t join the Order?” Ron looked very unhappy.

“Not at all. I’m just saying that I don’t want to tell you stuff that you’d have to keep from him.
That way, you can join with a clear conscience, not knowing anything about the... er...
variation I’ve introduced into the procedure. Not even knowing whether I’ve introduced it,
since I’m still not sure we won’t end up doing it exactly as he’s asked. I’ve just thought of a
potential problem that I need to check out before I make a final decision.” If Professor
McGonagall thought it possible that there was something important and secret behind
Dumbledore’s insistence, they still might want to make the sacrifice and do things his way.

The three friends were silent for a moment. Then Ginny spoke, sounding a little reluctant. “I
suppose you’re right, Hermione. You’re our friend, and we trust you. Professor McGonagall
asked us to support you, and we will. But I think you’re right that we shouldn’t know if you
decide not to follow Dumbledore’s orders exactly.”

“I agree,” Ron said. “After all, you’re the smart one. But I want to be in the Order, so don’t tell
me about it.”

Harry looked even more dubious. “Dumbledore does usually know what he’s doing, Hermione.
I know he’s been awful to you, but going against him... I just don’t know. Can you tell us...
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can you assure us that you’re talking to other people about this? I mean, you’re not just going
it alone, are you?”

Hermione smiled. “I’ve talked it over with Remus Lupin and Professor Snape. And Professor
McGonagall agrees. In fact, at the moment she’s insisting we do it my way.”

“Oh, well, then, that’s okay.” Harry was clearly quite relieved, and Ron and Ginny also seemed
to relax a little. “She’s so straight-laced, it can’t be anything too awful — like eloping with
Snape or anything.” He laughed. “I’m still not sure I’d support that.”

“No, Harry — nothing like that,” Hermione laughed, trying very hard not to sound careful.
After all, if they stayed at Houndsnape Hall, it wouldn’t be anything like eloping.

She caught Professor McGonagall after breakfast and raised her concern, but the professor
was reassuring. “I actually asked him outright, just now, if there was any Order-related reason
he was being such a prat about this. I said that since I would be overseeing the procedure, it
was vital that I knew all the reasons behind it and the possible repercussions in case it didn’t
work. I even asked him to tell me whether there were reasons he couldn’t tell me. He said not
— it was just the money and the possible scandal and the pressure on you, which he thinks is
reason enough. He absolutely assured me that there was nothing more I should or could know
about the reasons for his decision.”

“Will there be a scandal? Suppose the child looks recognizably like me?”

“Well, you’ll have been married, won’t you? And I really think it’d be a far greater scandal if it
became known that Dumbledore pressured a student to undergo a medical procedure without
inquiring about the side effects. It is quite appalling to think that his negligence might have
led to your risking so much of your magic — and unknowingly, had you been less careful. This
way, all you risk is an unwise marriage. Young people get into ill-advised marriages on their
own every day. But to allow a brilliant student to risk a sixth of her magical capacity! People
would be truly horrified.”

“Yes, well, it was nice of him to arrange things so conveniently for this evening.”

“Wasn’t it? Oh, and Severus came in, after your dramatic exit, to say that Agamemnon
Rookwood would like to be present for the procedure, so that he can confirm that, if you
become pregnant, Severus is the father. It will allow him to release the money a little sooner,
so Albus was pleased. Clever of them, I thought.”

~*~

Hermione spent another quite ordinary day with her friends in the library and the Quidditch
field, although her time in the library was mostly devoted to reading a thin book with the text
of the binding ritual she and Professor Snape had selected the evening before. Professor
McGonagall had spelled it to look like an advanced Transfiguration text. She liked the words
and the concreteness of the ritual and devoted considerable energy to memorizing what she
would have to say. At five, she returned to her room, followed by the worried looks of her
three friends. She smiled to reassure them. They knew she had a difficult task to do, but they
didn’t know how difficult.

Hermione bathed very thoroughly, using the simple unscented soap they had bought, and
rubbed herself afterwards with oil of myrtle. When she emerged, wrapped in a huge fluffy
towel, she found Professor McGonagall with the cords and binding robes they had purchased
and a large basket of orange blossoms from the spring garden, some of which had been
woven together into a ring. She’d also brought the four sets of everyday robes for Hermione to
begin wearing under her school robes. They had bought them to cover the purchases for the
binding, but Professor McGonagall suggested she begin wearing them regularly, as they would
be better camouflage for her pregnancy than the Muggle skirts and sweaters she normally
wore, and Madam Malkin had finished all the alterations that morning. Hermione pulled the
binding robes out of the magically concealed fifth garment bag.

“Are you truly certain you want to do this, Hermione?” Professor McGonagall said quietly. “We
can still call it off. Severus will understand. In fact, he told me he’d be quite ready to wait, if
you should decide you couldn’t... He would understand. And we’ve all agreed; we could simply
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skip the implantation this time around. Then we’d have several weeks until the test comes
back negative, and we could see whether Healer Doré would...”

“Thank you, Professor. No, that won’t be necessary. It’s what I want to do... truly. It’s not the
terrible sacrifice that Professor Snape seems to think it is. I... I like him. Can you help me with
these?”

Rose appeared, and she and the professor helped Hermione into the robes. Her binding robes
were of a beautiful shimmering pale gray silk, thick and surprisingly warm, with long tight
sleeves and a long flowing skirt that flared out below her hips. The upper part of the robes
clung very close to her body, however, and Hermione found them quite embarrassingly
revealing, since she was allowed no undergarments. A long black cloak of coarse linen fit over
the silk, and she donned it hastily. Professor McGonagall was also dressed in neutral colors,
though presumably, Hermione thought, she was allowed underwear. They both had special
slippers of black linen with woven reed soles to be worn over bare feet. Wool, leather, and all
animal materials were forbidden. (Silk worms apparently didn't count, she noted.) Hermione
smiled gratefully at Rose as the elf charmed her hair to lie in smooth waves down her back.
Rose adjusted the crown of orange blossoms that Professor McGonagall had made on her
head, and she attached the remaining blossoms along the curved neckline of the dress and
sprinkled the others in her hair. They looked like water-flowers on a flowing river.

Hermione stood and looked in the cheval glass for a long moment, wishing her mother could
be there. Then she turned to smile at her Head of House, who wiped a tear from her eye, just
as Charlotte Granger would have done, and on the spur of the moment, Hermione gave the
stiff older woman a kiss on the cheek.

“Thank you, Professor, for standing by me as you have.”

“Now, now,” said Rose. “None of that, you two. You look lovely, Miss Granger. Don’t mess up
my work by crying. Severus will find you irresistible, I’m sure. Now, Professor, would you
stand over by the cheval glass, for me? The bodice of your robes seems a bit loose and
puckering to me. Let’s see if I can make it fit a little better, shall we?” The elf winked
surreptitiously at Hermione, who smiled at her gratefully. With a wave of Rose’s hand, the
Professor’s robes tightened slightly to reveal an astonishingly voluptuous figure, and the
neckline plunged. After a few moments of argument, it was fixed at a slightly higher level—
just where Rose had intended it should be from the beginning, Hermione was certain.

When Rose had approved both of them (she’d insisted on fixing Professor McGonagall’s hair as
well, adding a few exotic, dark red tropical flowers to an unusually soft and attractive dark bun
at the nape of her neck), the Professor gathered the cords into an inner pocket, and they
moved through the passage into Septimius’ room. Remus Lupin was waiting for them there.
He too wore neutral-colored robes beneath his dark linen cloak.

He smiled as he opened the door at the other side of the room. “Severus went ahead with
Agamemnon some time ago, since there is only room for three in the sleigh. Timothy should
have returned by now.” He looked appreciatively at both ladies. “You look quite lovely,
Minerva; and you, Hermione, are a truly beautiful bride. You look and smell like spring itself.”

She smiled back at him, but didn’t trust herself to speak, and they followed him through the
door and onto a small landing, which had two other doors, one opening onto a rather luxurious
modern bathroom. A wooden spiral of very ancient looking stairs led down. They walked
carefully down it to another small room, from which another flight of stairs descended. There
were also two doors here, one closed and the other held open by Timothy, through which a
chilly breeze entered. The elf held a finger to his lips.

Outside in the snow, Remus silently helped both ladies into the black sleigh, and Hermione
noticed that the patient Mabel wore a dark blanket over her back and something soft over her
hooves to muffle their sound. There were no bells on the reins. Remus settled next to
Professor McGonagall and pulled the blanket up over their laps, and Timothy clicked his tongue
to the horse. She pulled the sleigh silently along the road to the gates for only a few moments
before turning into a narrow path through the tall trees. Remus turned and erased the traces
of their passing from the road behind them with a wave of his wand.
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The air was very cold and clear, and Hermione looked up through the trees and saw the star-
sprinkled eastern sky. A three-quarters moon had risen, casting an eerie light on the snow.
She could see ahead of them the tracks from the sleigh’s earlier journey with Mr. Rookwood
and Professor Snape. Professor Snape, who was going to be her husband. She shivered
slightly at the thought, and Professor McGonagall turned and tucked the blanket around her a
bit more tightly. It all seemed very unreal, but not unpleasant. The woods around her were
calming: quiet, snow-covered, and peaceful.

After about ten minutes, the sleigh came to a halt at the edge of a large clearing. The stream
that ran across it was only partly frozen; some water still trickled around the icy, snow-
covered rocks, and the small splashing sounds contrasted oddly with the silence of the snow
on the surrounding trees. By the stream grew two tall elm trees, their leafless branches
reaching up to the stars, which seemed much brighter here. Between them, at the edge of the
stream was a large, square-ish boulder, a natural altar. A short distance in front of it was a
slightly lower boulder, flat, a bit above knee height, and somewhat larger than its taller
companion. A circle had been cast on the ground, including the boulders, the trees, and a bit
of the stream, and within it the snow was gone and the grass grew as soft and green as in
summer. Professor Snape and Mr. Rookwood stood silently by the taller boulder, their feet
bare, watching the occupants of the sleigh approach. Hermione noticed then that Timothy was
also dressed in neutral tones and wore reed-soled slippers. She was glad Professor Snape’s
friend had been asked to join them.

When they reached the edge of the circle, all four removed their slippers and walked barefoot
onto the warm grass. Mr. Rookwood stepped forward and led Hermione between the two
stones. Now that she was closer to them, she saw that the shape of the boulders was not
entirely natural; both boulders showed the same sort of chisel marks she’d seen on dolmens
at ancient henges. There seemed to be no other stones in the clearing, however.

She stood beside Professor Snape, not touching him. A quick sidelong glance showed her that
he was dressed in dark gray silk robes beneath an open, black linen cloak. They faced the
taller stone, where two candles and two small silver cups stood. The cups looked very old
indeed. The other four stood behind the stone, facing them, with the stream at their backs.
She found it much easier to look at the others, but she was intensely aware of the man at her
side, the man to whom she would be binding herself for the rest of her life. A strange and
serious thought... but, still... not unpleasant. She felt oddly content and calm, as if she was in
the place where she was meant to be.

Mr. Rookwood cleared his throat in a lawyerly way, and his soft voice sounded clearly in the
surrounding silence. “We are come tonight to enact and celebrate the binding of Hermione
Jane Granger to Severus Ludwig Snape and of Severus Ludwig Snape to Hermione Jane
Granger. A marriage bond is one of trust and hope and promises. Please make your offerings
to each other, as symbolized by the four elements.

Professor Snape held out his wand and lit the candle in front of Hermione. “I offer Hermione
fire as a symbol of the love and the passion that I hope to kindle in our marriage, in the hope
that my love will warm her as it warms me and that my passion will inspire her as it inspires
me.”

Hermione lit his candle. “I offer Severus fire as a symbol of the love and passion that I hope to
kindle in our marriage, in the hope that my love will warm him as it warms me and that my
passion will inspire him as it inspires me.”

Professor Snape lifted the small silver cup that was in front of her and walked to the stream,
dipping it into a place where the water was running. He returned to her and held it up before
her face. “I offer Hermione water as a symbol of my intention to quench her thirst for
knowledge of my heart, in the hope that through each other and our shared ideas and
experiences, we will live richer lives than we could find alone.”

Hermione took a sip of the water and gasped at its icy purity. Then she took the other cup and
filled it as he had. “I offer Severus water as a symbol of my intention to quench his thirst for
knowledge of my heart, in the hope that through each other and our shared ideas and
experiences, we will live richer lives than we could find alone.” He sipped from the cup.
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Professor Snape then took the cup she had drunk from and bent to the ground, parting the
grass and scraping up some of the earth beneath with his fingers. He poured some of the
remaining water on it and then took a daub of the mud paste into his palm. She held out her
hands to him and he smeared the paste thickly across their backs. “I offer Hermione earth as
a reminder that our bodies will someday return thence and in the hope that we may live our
lives in the interim in physical harmony with each other and with all its inhabitants.”

Hermione also gathered some earth and made a paste. She daubed it on the back of his
outstretched hands and echoed his words. “I offer Severus earth as a reminder that our bodies
will someday return thence and in the hope that we may live our lives in the interim in
physical harmony with each other and with all its inhabitants.”

Finally he turned to her and for the first time this evening looked into her eyes. She smiled at
him for a moment and then closed her own, as he blew gently into her face. She was glad that
she was prepared for this one, which had struck her as extremely peculiar when she read it. “I
offer Hermione air as a reminder that our spirits will someday soar beyond the bounds of
earth, in the hope that we may dwell together eternally, having become as necessary to each
other as breath.”

Then she blew lightly on his face. “I offer Severus air as a reminder that our spirits will
someday soar beyond the bounds of earth, in the hope that we may dwell together eternally,
having become as necessary to each other as breath.”

Mr. Rookwood spoke. “Hermione and Severus, you have given and received gifts of the four
elements and the shared hopes they contain for the warmth of love and passion, for the
stimulation of a richer life, for the physical joy of harmony with each other and the world, and
for a spiritual devotion that will last beyond death. The union that these gifts solemnize must
be consummated while the fire is still in your memory, the water still in your body, the earth
on your hands and the air still undisturbed upon your face.”

Hermione shivered again at the prospect, and her husband-to-be smiled down at her
reassuringly.

Professor McGonagall put a hand on Hermione’s shoulder and removed the black cloak. She
folded it with the lining inside and laid it on the lower altar stone behind them. Then Remus
did the same with Professor Snape’s cloak, laying it atop hers. Professor McGonagall helped
Hermione to kneel on the cloaks, facing the taller altar, not sitting back on her heels, but with
her back straight. Professor Snape knelt directly behind her, straddling her legs, his chest firm
against her back, steadying her. They each handed their wands to their attendants, who
placed them on the altar. Then Professor Snape laid his hands on her shoulders, and she
raised her hands to cover his and gave them a slight squeeze.

Mr. Rookwood continued the ritual. “Hermione, what further do you ask from Severus? What
promises do you wish from him in exchange for binding yourself to him?”

This was the more difficult part, since they had to use their own words. Professor McGonagall
handed Hermione the black cord she had chosen. “First, I wish for a pure love that will lend
me wisdom and strength,” she said, lifting the cord to show him.

“I promise to share my wisdom and strength with you, through the purity of my love for you,”
Professor Snape said, “and this promise will bind you to me.”

Professor McGonagall and Remus stretched the cord behind Professor Snape, and Hermione
took the ends and tied them across her chest. Then she was handed the gold cord, and as she
raised it in turn, she said, “I wish for a long life in union with you, sharing your intelligence
and your prosperity.”

“I promise to try to live in unity with you, sharing my intelligence and prosperity for many
years, and this promise will bind you to me.”

She tied the gold cord around them below the black one. Professor McGonagall handed her the
silver cord.

“I wish to share your vision and creativity and take my own inspiration from it.”
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“I promise to share my vision and creativity with you, that you may be inspired by it, and this
promise will bind you to me.”

She tied the silver cord around them at her waist. He had made the promises she asked of
him, which was a little overwhelming in itself, and she had bound herself to him in
consequence, which was an even more solemn idea. Hermione could not imagine anyone
entering into such a union lightly.

Professor Snape then raised his hands from her shoulders, she rested hers in their place, and
he lowered his hands to cover hers.

Mr. Rookwood smiled at him. “Severus, what further do you ask from Hermione? What
promises do you wish from her in exchange for binding yourself to her?”

Remus handed Professor Snape a cord. She heard him take a deep breath before he raised it
in front of them, and her eyes widened when she saw that it was red. “I wish for you to be
courageous, vigorous, and passionate in your love for me,” the Professor said.

Hermione blushed scarlet, but her voice was firm and confident. “I promise to love you with
vigor, passion, and courage; and this promise will bind you to me.” His hands fumbled a little,
as he tied the cord around them, just below her first cord.

He lifted a silver cord. She had expected he would choose that one, too, but not that he would
put it in second place to passion and love. “I wish for you to inspire me and share the
creativity of your Muggle heritage.”

“I promise to do my best to inspire you and share the creative instincts inspired by my Muggle
upbringing, and this promise will bind you to me.” He tied the cord around her lower ribcage.

He raised a pale blue cord. “I wish for your patience and understanding with my horrible
temper, so that we may live in tranquility.”

She smiled slightly to herself as she replied. “I promise to be patient and understanding with
your occasional bouts of temper, to ensure a peaceful life together, and this promise will bind
you to me.” He tied the blue cord around them at the level of her hips. Their attendants
moved to the altar and returned with the wands.

“Severus, Hermione, please raise your wands above your heads and touch their tips.” The
moment the wand tips touched brilliant sparks began to fly upwards. Hermione could not see
Professor Snape’s face behind her, but the others looked extremely surprised as they all raised
their faces to see the gold, silver, and purple sparks rise in a thick stream, broad as a tree
trunk, shooting high into the dark night sky and then falling like a fountain over their heads.
Hermione thought it was more beautiful than any fireworks display she had ever seen. The
fountain flowed strongly for almost a minute and then slowly diminished. When they had
stopped completely, Professor Snape lowered his wand and Hermione did the same. After a
moment Mr. Rookwood seemed to shake himself slightly.

“If you each keep the promises to which you have bound yourself, your union will bring you
things that you have both asked for, inspiration and creativity, as well as protection; it will
bring you the long-lived union of shared intelligence and prosperity that Hermione has asked
for; and it will bring you health, strength, and power, unlooked for by either of you.
Remember that your promises are as binding as the cords that bind you now and that they will
bind you always to each other, long after the cords that symbolize them are untied. To whom
have you given the honor of removing the cords?”

Professor Snape spoke. “If Hermione approves, I would like Timothy to remove the cords, in
token of our long friendship, renewed after many years’ separation,”

“Of course,” she said, pleased.

Timothy came forward proudly, climbed up on the stone with them, and very handily untied
their knots, passing the cords to Professor McGonagall and Remus. They quickly braided them
into a single flat band, about two meters long, which Professor Snape looped over his neck like
a stole. Timothy then shook hands with his childhood friend and, with some hesitation, took
Hermione’s hand as well.
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The other three moved to stand between the two altars, facing Hermione and her Professor.

“I, Agamemnon Rookwood, stand as witness to this binding and give my oath as a wizard to
support it and ensure its success.”

“I, Minerva McGonagall, stand as witness to this binding and give my oath as a witch to
support it and ensure its success.”

“I, Remus Lupin, stand as witness to this binding and give my oath as a wizard to support it
and ensure its success.”

They touched the tips of their wands over the heads of the kneeling pair, and a burst of silver,
gold, and purple sparks showered down upon them again for a moment.

Mr. Rookwood opened his mouth to speak, but quickly snapped it closed again.

“I, Timothy Blueblossom, stand as witness to this binding and give my oath as a free elf to
support it and ensure its success.”

Stepping up to join them again on the lower stone, the house-elf rose on his toes to hold his
hand above their heads, and a thick shower of gold sparks drifted down over their shoulders.

Mr. Rookwood nodded his thanks, apparently rather nonplussed, and concluded the ritual. “In
view of the success of the binding and the support of the assembled wizards, witch, and free
elf for your union, I declare you, Hermione and Severus, wife and husband. May your marriage
give you great happiness; may it provide a stable haven for your children and a support to the
magical community!”

Professor Snape then stood and helped Hermione to rise. She turned to him for the traditional
kiss, but he had turned away again to receive congratulations from Remus and Timothy.
Hermione felt a bit lost until a hand on her arm made her look up to receive heartfelt
congratulations and serious thanks from Mr. Rookwood; she thanked him in return for
performing the ceremony. He helped her down from the stone and into a huge teary hug from
Professor McGonagall.

“That was amazing, Hermione. A really successful binding; and interesting, too. I’ve never
been to a binding where the union was blessed with such sparks. And the purple ones—they’re
very rare. And they were so high and thick! And I’ve never seen an elf bless the union—I
wonder what the gold sparks meant. Anyway, it was a wonderful binding. Very auspicious.
Congratulations to you both.”

“Thank you for your help, Professor. I could never have done it without your help and
guidance. But I was surprised. Doesn’t the couple kiss after binding?”

“What, during the ceremony? Of course not! How embarrassing! Do they really kiss at Muggle
weddings? No, that’s strictly for later. Speaking of which, Timothy should take you back right
away. We don’t want Albus getting impatient and deciding to check things out for himself, do
we? Now, remember not to clean your face and hands until... after.” She turned to Professor
Snape and Timothy. “Why don’t you three start back to the house? We’ll take care of clearing
things up here, replacing the snow and so forth.”

Professor Snape nodded to his colleague silently and then, looking rather dazed, put his arm
around Hermione’s waist and led her back to the edge of the circle where they put on their
slippers. Remus brought their cloaks and smiled encouragingly at Hermione, who was
beginning to feel rather pale. Professor McGonagall gave Snape a brief, awkward, but
obviously heartfelt hug, and Mr. Rookwood shook his hand. Timothy untied Mabel from the
tree where he had left her, and they climbed into the sleigh. Professor Snape took Hermione’s
hand under the blanket and held it firmly in his own. They smiled happily but a little nervously
at each other, their eyes glowing in the moonlight as the sleigh moved back through the
silent, snowy woods.

~o0o~
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Chapter 15 – Unexplored Territory
~o0o~

Summary: Hermione and her Potions Master return home to complete the ritual they have begun.

~*~

Wizards might not kiss at weddings, but apparently they did carry their witches over the
threshold in the approved Muggle manner. Hermione had barely set one foot on the step of
the sleigh when she found herself swept off her feet into her new husband’s arms. He carried
her not only over the threshold of the house, but up the stairs and into Septimius’ room. Even
there he did not put her down, but held her for a moment, looking down into her face with a
completely unfathomable expression, his eyes glinting in the dim candlelight.

“You didn’t even thank Timothy!” Hermione said nervously. “We just abandoned him there.”

At that Professor Snape’s odd expression was replaced by a snort. “Don’t worry about Tim —
he’s a married man himself. He’ll understand. Now, let me see what sort of a wife I’ve got.”

He set her down on the floor at the foot of the bed and proceeded to look at her carefully, as
she stood, blushing, her hands clasped nervously behind her back. Then he put his hands on
her shoulders, and she shivered a little at his touch, even through the silk. He seemed very
calm, but she could see that he was breathing rather rapidly. He fixed her eyes with his own,
and then, very slowly, his hands began to move, first along the top of her dress, removing the
flowers, and then down over her breasts, her waist, her hips, and her thighs, the silk forming
almost no barrier to her feeling of his exploring hands. She was fully dressed and in
possession of her wand; yet she had never felt so helpless and exposed, even though it was
only his eyes that held her captive. But she’d promised to be brave and passionate, so she did
not flinch or try to hinder his explorations. His hands were marvelously sensitive and probing.
She was puzzled, because she felt embarrassed and uncomfortable, and yet she liked it
tremendously. She had that same internal melting feeling that she’d had when he touched her
bare back at the ball, but this time she abandoned herself to it and allowed the melting to
continue. He was her husband, after all; it was all right to have sexual feelings about him. His
hands had reached her neckline again, and were now exploring more carefully, trailing a long
finger here, pinching a taut nipple there. Hermione gasped and then gave a little moan, and
he raised an amused eyebrow at her and then removed his hand from where it was caressing
the mound at the top of her legs and cast a quick Silencing spell over the room.

“There now, my love," He said with an evil smile. "You can scream and moan as loudly as
you’d like. No one but me will hear you.” His eyes softened as he caught the flicker of fear in
her face. "Don't worry, love; I won't hurt you. I meant screams and moans of pleasure." He
buried his face in the hair above her left ear and whispered softly, “I shall enjoy any such
noises you care to make. It pleases me to know that you enjoy my touch.”

Hermione realized that she was feeling more than a little quivery at this point. Courage, she
remembered again. She’d promised to be courageous and passionate in loving him. Well, she
would try to keep to that promise.

He was down at her ankles, now, and beginning to rub her bare legs underneath her dress.
Perhaps she should be doing something?

“Should I be doing something, Professor?” she said, biting her lip in her nervousness.

He laughed softly again. “No, not at the moment. I am undressing you, you see. Oh, there’s
one thing you might do: you might call me Severus for this evening. Professor makes it all
seem so... illicit. Using different names will help us keep our different roles straight later, I
think.”

“All right. That makes sense. Severus. It was easier in the ritual, since that was so obviously
personal.”

He chuckled again. “And this isn’t?” He had reached the top of her thighs, and she suddenly
found she didn’t have the strength even to do more than whimper. He smiled at her. “This is
going to be very pleasant indeed, Hermione. I had no idea you’d be so brave and responsive.
We’re both going to enjoy this. May I remove your dress?”
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She nodded silently, swallowing. Courage. He had just managed to work her wrists out of the
ends of the sleeves, and she was standing before him completely naked, when they were both
startled by the sound of a cleared throat coming from the fireplace. The dark man whirled
around, pushing her protectively behind him.

A figure stood on the hearth shaking a finger sternly at the Potions Master.

“I’m meant to do that part, Severus,” said the high voice of the house-elf severely. “Then you
should come in and find her all undressed and arranged for you.” Rose set down the large
basket and shook her finger again, showing a technique the Headmaster might have envied.

Severus smiled. “But why should you have all the fun, Rosy? Oh, I know. Tradition. All right,
get your flower petals over here and do your duty, but be quick about it.” For a moment he
sounded like her Potions Master again, Hermione noticed idly, but she had other, more
serious, concerns.

“Arranged? Undressed and arranged?” she said, in a rather strangled voice.

“Don’t worry — it’s not particularly kinky. A very romantic tradition. She’ll just prop you up on
the pillows and make sure your hair looks nice, and then she’ll sprinkle petals over you.”

Rose had indeed guided Hermione to the bed and turned down the covers. “Turn around, at
least, Severus,” she said testily. “It’s meant to be a surprise. You ought to be in the other
room.”

He stuck out his tongue at her, but then winked at Hermione and obediently turned his back.
Hermione almost fainted. The Potions Master, playful?

Before she knew it, she was indeed arranged, her hair falling invitingly over her shoulders and
her body sprinkled with petals of pink and peach-colored roses and jasmine, from the smell.
Rose squeezed her hand encouragingly and disappeared silently through the door behind the
cheval glass.

“Um... Sir? Severus? I seem to be ready.”

He turned around and gasped. There was a short silence. “Quite lovely, Hermione,” he said
seriously. “Perhaps there’s something in tradition after all. May I come to you?”

She nodded, not quite trusting her voice, and he quickly undressed himself and crawled onto
the bed, turning onto his side and pulling her against him. Despite his quickness in covering
himself, however, she’d caught a glimpse of something between his legs that seemed
improbably large... rather frightening. She could feel it now, as she had at the Christmas Ball,
pressing against her thigh.

He had bent so that his face was nestled in her hair, and his large nose was stroking the side
of her neck as he inhaled deeply, smelling her. She found the thought that he was enjoying
her smell surprisingly pleasant, and inhaled against his shoulder, bringing one arm around to
stroke the soft, slightly oily hair. He smelled very masculine, a little sour and slightly sweaty.
One of his hands began to caress the base of her spine, while the other stroked the side of her
breast, occasionally flicking the nipple with a thumb, as if by accident, and making Hermione
gasp and her Potions Master smile each time. She allowed herself to melt a little more, but
then she felt guiltily that she should caress him, too. When she tried, however, she found that
one of her arms was pinned between them, and the other was bent so that she could reach
little beyond the back of his head. What should she be doing?

“Severus? I’m afraid you’re going to have to tell me what to do,” she whispered helplessly.
“I’ve never done this at all, not even by myself, like Parvati says you’re supposed to. I’m
sorry; I meant to read up on it, but I couldn’t find anything in your library yesterday
afternoon. I thought of asking Professor McGonagall, but it didn’t quite seem...”

“No, I can see that. The library has a good bit of information, but it’s in the study, well locked
up. I’ll see if I can find it for you later.”

He paused, and then went on with a hesitancy that surprised her. “I haven’t had an awful lot
of experience myself, Hermione. I’ve not had the freedom to form relationships. But I think
we’ll do well enough if we tell each other what feels pleasant. If something hurts, you must tell
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me right away, of course. And if you really like something I’m doing, show me. Moans and
whimpers work rather like applause with an actor — they will spur my efforts.” He thought for
a moment. “Perhaps it would be better if you don’t try to do anything. You can touch me, if
you like — but don’t worry about doing anything to reciprocate. Simply allow me to try to
please you. Then you can tell me what you like.”

“But will that... work? I mean, I’d like you to enjoy yourself as well.”

He chuckled. “Don’t worry — it will work and I will enjoy myself. If you’d like... if you’re
willing, you may have a turn at trying to please me a little later. If you pay careful attention to
what I am doing, then when your turn comes you can use some of the same caresses that
give you pleasure to caress me. We have the whole night to explore each other, if you’d like.”

“All right,” she said, lying back on the pillows and smiling up at him. “That sounds... fair.
You’re probably making it too easy for me, but I really appreciate it.”

“Not at all. It’s my pleasure.” He looked at her silently for a moment, as if he was absorbing
her acceptance of him, and then began stroking her lightly with the tips of his fingers. She
concentrated on where he was touching her and noting how the different kinds of strokes felt
for a while, but soon gave herself up to the pleasure of his explorations. Tentatively she began
to tell him what she liked best, and when he intensified those attentions she began to
understand why he had suggested moans and whimpers rather than means of communication
where it was necessary to be coherent.

She heard him take a deep breath and then suddenly felt his mouth on her neck, kissing and
licking her with his slightly rough tongue. She gasped at the sudden assault, then giggled and
sighed, and then gasped again when he nipped lightly at her earlobe. When he had reduced
her to speechlessness once again, he pulled away from her and smiled with satisfaction. Then
his face took on a rather predatory look that made her shiver as he lowered his mouth to one
of her breasts. Soon he was eliciting pleading little moans that made him chuckle against her
and her hips began to grind a little involuntarily. He took advantage of her movement to
nudge his knees between her legs, pressing one of them up against the warm junction of her
thighs, and she was embarrassed to feel a slippery wetness against his skin. Was that
supposed to happen? But his mouth was her other breast now, and she lost any ability to feel
embarrassed as she moaned and gasped out her pleasure. Now his mouth had moved
between her breasts and began to kiss a line down across her abdomen, as his hands stroked
her sides soothingly. He’d moved his body down as well, and suddenly his mouth was... good
heavens! Hermione felt a shock of pleasure and a rush of wetness.

“Sir... Severus... You don’t have to... You shouldn’t... Oh!”

He looked up at her, concerned, absently licking at the corner of his lip. “Have I hurt you?”

“No, not at all,” she reassured him, gasping for breath. “But isn’t that a little... icky?"

"Not to me. I enjoy it. But if you really find it unpleasant or disturbing, I shall stop and try
something else. So you must tell me honestly, do you like it?”

She thought for a moment and then drew a deep breath. Courage. The courage to be honest.
“Yes, Severus,” she said very softly. “It’s sort of embarrassing, but I liked it a lot. Keep doing
it. Please”

“All right. I won’t stop now, even if you cry out, unless you say stop, so hold on.”

And he didn’t stop, she did hold on, her fingers clutching his shoulders, and eventually she
cried out, begging him for she knew not what, and then finally she fell apart completely,
moaning and gasping, and calling his name to his obvious satisfaction. And when she had
quieted, he turned her on her side, lay beside her, and held her very tightly for a while.

“That... that was amazing. I had no idea,” she whispered.

He smiled. “You are going to be a wonderful lover, Hermione. I am enjoying this even more
than I had hoped. You see, I had no idea, either.” He kissed her lightly on the lips. “Are you
ready to go on?”

“Yes, please,” she gasped, still a little breathless.
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“Very well. Let’s put that large pillow over there under your hips,” he said, suiting action to
words. “It will give me more control, and the angle will make pregnancy more likely. You know
what I’m going to do now, right? And you give me your permission?”

She found herself both a little frightened and rather eager, and nodded at him shyly. He knelt
again between her legs and she smiled at him, nervously keeping her eyes on his face and
away from the swollen thing that she had felt against her when he held her.

“That’s my brave girl. But first let me worship you a little more.”

He began stroking and kissing her thighs again. This time, he caressed his way up her body,
and as he reached her face, supporting himself on his elbows, he kissed her very gently on the
mouth, barely brushing her lips at first, then licking and kissing them lightly, then with more
pressure. She tasted the salty taste of herself again, as she kissed him back, and then she
gasped and saw stars when his tongue penetrated her mouth. He pulled away slightly and
smiled slightly at her responsiveness and her arms came around him to pull him back to her
and he chuckled.

“Greedy, aren’t you, Hermione?” he said in that rough voice that made her shudder. He
resumed kissing her thoroughly as he positioned himself to thrust into her. But at the last
moment, he controlled himself and entered more cautiously instead, with agonizingly
slowness. After they had moved together very gently for a while, he lifted his mouth from
hers, looked into her eyes, and saw... adoration. He gasped, hardly believing it possible that
anyone could look at him in such a way. He took a deep breath and began moving against her
rhythmically, keeping his strokes smooth and controlled. They rocked together silently for a
little and then began to move a little faster. Suddenly, Hermione gasped.

“Are you... all right... Hermione?”

“Oh, yes, sir, yes... This is... I’m far better than all right, really, and... Oh, you’re... wonderful.
I love this. Oh, Severus, I... You make me feel... This is brilliant... I had no idea! Oh,
wonderful. Oh... oh... oh... Merlin! Good heavens! Something’s... Severus? I think... Oh!
...OH!”

As she lost control, her eyes wide and amazed, so did he; and his movements became erratic
for a few moments. Through the waves of her own pleasure she heard and appreciated his
groans, rejoicing in her power to give him such pleasure. After a few moments, he collapsed
onto her chest, breathing hard, moaning her name. He lifted himself quickly, apologizing, as
she began to fight for breath, and lay on his back beside her, breathing hard. When he had
recovered his wits a little, he repositioned the pillows beneath her hips and reached down and
pulled the bedclothes over them both.

After a long silence filled with heavy breathing and little moans of happy pleasure, she spoke.
“Um... Severus? There was a shower of white sparks over by your clothes. Does your wand...
er... do that in sympathy or something?”

He chuckled and hugged her tightly. “It would if it could, I’m sure. No that was probably the
binding cords, marking the consummation of our binding. I’ll take them into Remus in a
moment, and then he’ll be able to go off to Albus with a clear conscience to say conception
has been attempted.”

“You mean he’s been sitting in there alone, waiting for us to... imagining us...” Hermione was
horrified.

“Oh, no; he’s not alone. Minerva’s with him, and Rookwood said he would stay for dinner as
well. They talked of a game of chess, and I think they were planning to have some Firewhisky.
We can’t break out the champagne, unfortunately—it would look too suspicious.”

“Well, I’m glad I didn’t know all that. Shall I get up, too?”

“No, you must stay where you are. The pillows under your hips are meant to increase your
chances of conception, according to Minerva. It’s what the French clinic instructed, but she
says it works well in other circumstances, too. Here you are. Only a quarter of an hour lying
like that, and then you can get up. And then I’ll call Timothy and see if we can get some
dinner.”
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He got up and put on voluminous black dressing gown, spent a few moments in the bathroom,
and then returned and rummaged around in his discarded clothes for the stole of woven cords.
They had shrunk into two narrow cords woven in a multicolored pattern. He waved them at
Hermione, giving her a brilliant smile that left her a little breathless, and then he ducked into
the passage behind the cheval glass. He returned after a few minutes, still smiling and looking
very smug.

“Remus is off. He is insanely jealous of me, as well he ought to be. Agamemnon is jealous,
too. He’ll stay with Minerva until Remus comes back, and he’s asked me to assure you of his
continued respectful admiration. And Minerva is grinning like the cat she is. When the others
have gone, she’ll spend the night on your sofa with Persuasion, and she’s put a bundle of
pillows under your blankets in case anyone inquires. She’s promised to keep even Albus at bay
for us.” His grin wavered a little. “That is, if that’s all right with you. Will you sleep in here with
me tonight? I’d be grateful if you would. I enjoy like the thought of holding you as you drift off
to sleep.”

“Of course. I had assumed I would. And I’d like to. What time is it?”

“It’s only nine, oddly enough. The night is yet young, Miss Granger. Now, we have one more
ritual obligation.” He held up the braided cords and looped one of them around her waist. As
he held the ends together, the cord joined seamlessly and tightened. He then looped the other
around his own waist, and turned so she could hold the ends while remaining propped up on
the pillows.

She looked carefully at the joined ends. “How do we take them off? I don’t want to ruin it. It’s
such a lovely reminder of the ceremony and our promises.”

“We don’t ever take them off,” he explained. “They expand or contract as needed to fit
comfortably, and they are completely impervious to water and other damage. The cords can
only be cut in an unbinding ritual, by mutual consent. They’ll stay as they are now until a child
is born, and then they’ll become a permanent tattoo.”

“But I live in a dorm! I can’t do this!” she said, trying to sit up in her alarm. “Lavender and
Parvati will see it at some point surely.”

He smiled and pushed her gently back down on her pillows. “Don’t worry. Both the cords and
the tattoo are invisible to everyone but ourselves and the witnesses to our binding. Others can
only see them if you or I cast a revealing spell. You must use them, if the need arises, to
prove our marriage. The pattern on the two cords is unique to us, you see.”

She fingered the silk of the cord at her waist, noticing that, in addition strands from their
original six cords, there were four other strands visible, representing the purple and the extra
silver and gold of their fountain of sparks, as well as a more reddish gold cord from Timothy’s
sparks.. “It’s odd; it feels a bit like a collar or a halter. But I suppose that’s all right, since you
have one, too. Do you think you could bring me a damp cloth? The mud on my hands is
beginning to itch and crack off, and I don’t want it to get ground into the sheets.”

“Of course.” He disappeared into the bathroom for a moment and emerged with a wet towel
with which he cleaned her face and hands. Then he set it aside and stroked her thigh. “I’m
sorry it’s such an awkward position. Does it hurt your back? I can put in another pillow. Here.
We do want to make certain that you get pregnant. It would be much more dangerous to be
together like this at Hogwarts, you know. Not just because there are so many spies, for the
Ministry and the Dark Lord and Albus, but because it’s best not to create any associations.”

“What do you mean by ‘associations’?” Hermione frowned. Surely they had already created an
association by being bound.

“Places where one has enjoyed a sexual union tend to become marked by that experience. I
will always remember you here, now. This no longer feels like Septimius’ room; we’ve made it
ours, and I will never sleep here again without remembering tonight. But if we can keep all
that completely away from Hogwarts, it will make it easier to go back to the relationship we
had there before. It will be like waking up from a dream, as if all this had never happened. We
should maintain our old student-teacher distance, for safety, but also because it’s easier to
stay in the same role. It’s one of the reasons I retain aspects of my Death Eater persona even
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when I’m at Hogwarts. And one can never be sure no one is watching there. What do you
think?”

“I think you’re right, of course. But it’s going to be difficult.”

“Very difficult indeed. I should probably put my entire memory of this evening in a Pensieve,
you know. It would make it easier to hide from the Dark Lord and Dumbledore. But I don’t
think I can do that; I will want to savor every detail of our time together often.”

“Dumbledore and the Dark Lord. Odd how often we seem to be lumping those two together
these days, isn’t it?” Hermione said. “Can I get up yet? It’s strange talking with you with my
hips in the air like this.”

“Just a few minutes more, love. No, don’t be fooled by the similarities between those two
wizards. They are both very powerful, with a tremendous talent for motivating and
manipulating people. And although Minerva may be right that the Headmaster is less deft in
his dealings with women—I’m sure the Dark Lord is even worse.”

“I don’t know. Mrs. Lestrange seemed to think highly of him.”

Professor Snape snorted. “She’s just barely a woman. But the most significant difference is
that Albus isn’t interested in power for himself. If he were, he would have taken the job of
Minister of Magic when they all begged him to. He takes on power and authority only because
he feels that he needs to wield it. When this is all over, he will probably go back to being an
ordinary Headmaster, just as he was while the Dark Lord was gone.”

“I know, but he’s so hurtful, sometimes. I was really angry with him this morning. He treated
me like an errant child.”

“Minerva told me. I think he was hurt, actually, that you weren’t more grateful to him for
giving you a way to avoid doing what we’ve just done. Most other women would have turned
themselves inside out thanking him for his brilliant idea. But you merely considered it for a
few moments and then began raising objections. They were good objections, I’ll grant. But he
was disappointed, and I think he resented it that you focused on the problems in his little
plan. How was he to know that you would have such peculiar taste in lovers?”

Hermione smiled at him. “A peculiar taste, are you, sir? Sort of like those blood-flavored
sweets they have at Honeydukes?”

“Exactly.” The Professor smiled back at her and then his face turned serious. “But Albus is not
intentionally cruel, though he occasionally hurts people by not paying attention. But the Dark
Lord enjoys causing pain and does so intentionally, even to his supporters, as you’ve seen. It
makes him feel powerful that we bear it. He also lacks Albus’s intelligence. He’s powerful, and
has an instinctive ability to intimidate and manipulate people; but he also overlooks important
things—he can’t see the consequences of his actions. Albus is usually superb at that, though
he sometimes makes errors through optimism, and they can be very bad mistakes. He tends
to trust too much in my ability to control my emotions with my intellect, for example. He
thought I would understand how important it was to keep Sirius Black on our side, to turn him
against his family and save him from his brother’s fate. But, although I should have known
better, I was angry, and I let a desire for revenge lead me to the Dark Lord. And then with
Harry a few years back—well, you know how well that worked out.”

“Well he’s certainly not overestimating me. I think he’s trying to hold on to too much
information altogether at the moment. He thinks he can control it, but it’s as if the puppeteer
now has too many marionettes on stage—their strings are getting a little tangled.”

“You may be right at that. It’s worrisome. But let’s not worry tonight. You can get up now. I’ll
call Timothy for our dinner.” He handed her a quilted gold dressing gown, presumably an extra
of his own, as it was far too long for her, and he had to shorten it.

“Gold?” she asked looking at him speculatively.

“A gift from the Headmaster, of course,” he said blandly. “Timothy, bring our dinner please.”

The house-elf emerged from the fireplace a few moments later with a stack of covered
platters, a small china soup tureen, and a hamper containing stacks of china and cutlery. “The
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clearing is pristine again, Severus. And I got Mabel back into her stable without incident. I
don’t think Tom even woke up.”

“That’s excellent, Timothy. Thank you for your help.”

“Of course. It was quite entertaining, actually. Mr. Rookwood is quite taken with the new
Mistress’ Matron of Honor. They seemed to be enjoying the moonlight, and it took Mr. Lupin
quite some time to shoo them into the sleigh. And I think Rookwood held her hand as we
drove back.”

“Surely you are imagining things,” Severus said repressively. “My colleague is a widow of
great age and dignity.”

“I don’t know, Severus,” Hermione said, enjoying the novelty of gossiping with her husband.
“I mean, so is Mr. Rookwood. And they were dancing very intently at the ball—I think he had
three dances, now that I think of it. And she was looking quite beautiful this evening, thanks
to Rose. Those lovely red flowers.”

“I didn’t notice at all,” Severus said, looking at her with such innocent surprise that she
giggled.

Timothy finished setting the table and looked up at her and winked ostentatiously. The meal
was huge and looked sumptuous, a rich, creamy potato soup, shrimps in a sherry glaze, a
beautifully done breast of duck with winter vegetables, all to be accompanied by chilled
champagne. Hermione found she was very hungry indeed.

“I thought we decided you were not to open the champagne, Tim.”

“We did at that,” said the house-elf tolerantly. “But this isn’t your champagne—it’s one from
the case you gave us house-elves after the ball. I’ll just put the empty back in the case, and
you can replace it at a less obvious time.”

“Of course, but only if you’ll have a glass with us now.”

The house-elf smiled and pulled a third glass from his hamper and poured all three. He lifted
his own. “I’d like to propose a toast, Severus, Mistress, to you. May you have long and happy
lives together, and many, many descendants!” He drank deeply, then handed them their
glasses.

“Thank you, Timothy,” Severus said, sincerely. “And thank you for witnessing our binding
tonight. Long may you choose to serve us.” They raised their glasses and returned the toast.
“Now, drink up,” he continued, “and perhaps you can tell us what those gold sparks meant?”

“Oh, our symbolism is very simple, not like the wizards'.” Timothy said, sipping his
champagne. “We just have the four colors, bronze for the earth, silver for the water, gold for
the fire, and clear crystal for the air. The gold sparks are the rarest. Rose and I had them, too,
but not so many as you did. I’ve never seen so many sparks. Perhaps it’s because you’re
wizards rather than house-elves.”

“Perhaps,” said Severus, “though the other sparks were unusually high and thick as well. What
is the meaning of the gold?”

“It is power and leadership. It means that the bond will be of great service to the community
and allow the partners to serve with unusual effectiveness and power.”

Severus was silent for a moment. “Thank you, Timothy. As you know, Hermione and I both
serve an important cause. If your blessing allows us to serve with more power and
effectiveness, it may be very important indeed to the community. In any case, that you
offered us your blessings brings us great joy. Thank you. And just leave all this tonight. You
can clean it in the morning.”

“Oh, don’t worry Severus. I’ll just slip in and out. You’ll never know I was here.”

“If the dishes are gone, I’ll know you were here.” Severus said evenly. “I do not want you
here tonight. So stay out.”
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Timothy snorted. “As you wish, sir,” he said, emphasizing the title. Then he smiled broadly.
“Good night, Severus; good night, Mistress. Sweet Dreams!” He snorted skeptically, and then
vanished with a pop.

They laughed and then tucked into the meal he had brought.

Hermione looked up at her new husband. “Severus, everyone seemed really pleased with the
way things went. What did all that mean about the sparks?”

“Of course; you wouldn’t know.” He looked thoughtful. “I’ve been to only three bindings—not
many people are bound these days—but they used to be quite common. Minerva and
Rookwood have seen hundreds, and you saw how amazed they were by ours. There is usually
just a thin stream of sparks, not the fountain we got, and they don’t normally go so high or
last so long. I was afraid they might be visible from the house, but luckily Rookwood cast
Cloaking and Silencing charms over the entire clearing beforehand, just in case. The density of
the sparks is supposed to reflect the desirability of the marriage, so it was a very good omen.”

“And the colors? Professor McGonagall said the purple was unusual. I had actually thought of
asking for power in the marriage, and then I thought better not—since there’s such a disparity
at the moment, you know. I was afraid it might sound like I was unhappy about that.”

He looked up in surprise. “I also considered it, actually. But I decided I didn’t want it if you
didn’t have it. And now we’ve both been granted it, equally, and unasked. And it is not just
power but strength and healing. Rookwood said he’d only seen purple sparks twice, and never
unasked for. And it may be significant that Timothy’s blessing conferred essentially the same
thing.”

“Do the blessings actually give us power?”

“Yes, although that is not such a good omen. It tends to suggest that we’ll need it.”

“Well, but it is nice to know it’s there. And it is a rather useful confirmation that we’ve done
the right thing: if we will need all this extra power, it’s a very good thing that we didn’t
sacrifice large chunks of our own capacities to Dumbledore’s desire for propriety.”

“That is a good point,” he answered with a wry smile. "I shall have to remember to raise it if
he ever finds out.”

They finished the dinner hungrily and opened the last tray, on which were two slices of rich
chocolate cake. Hermione was amazed at how comfortable she felt, eating alone with her new
husband, despite the intimate moments they had just shared. She was enjoying his company
tremendously, she thought, despite the fact that he was recognizably the same man he’d
always been: demanding, brusque, and occasionally sarcastic and condescending. She was
initially surprised that he was so matter of fact about sex, but upon consideration she found it
hard to imagine him as being either prudish or romantic about it. He was much more willing to
answer her questions than he’d ever been in class, but that had been true since they left
Hogwarts. There was only one true change in him, she thought, but it was extremely
significant. He had given her his trust without reserves, which allowed him to be open to her,
allowing her to see his love for her and his desire to win her love. She’d been astonished that
he so confidently called his own feelings love. Well, he had reason to trust her, she thought.
She would never betray him. And she was now bound to him for all their lives and possibly
beyond. And it was her duty to love him, eventually.

She had also entrusted him with herself, she realized. But did she love him? Could she? She
had certainly felt shivery enough when he touched her, and she was immensely grateful to
him for giving her such pleasure, but she still didn’t think she was in love. Very fond of him, of
course, and flattered by his feelings about her, but the comfort and happiness she felt with
him was not at all what she had expected. She looked at him. He seemed to be staring at her
pensively as he sipped the last of his champagne.

“Severus,” she said, startling him slightly, “is it always like this?”

“What? Marriage? I wouldn’t know.” He answered austerely, though his lips were twitching.

“No. I meant, sex. It’s different from what I thought it would be.”
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“Well,” he said after a moment’s thought, “it can take many different forms, depending on the
mood and character of the people engaged in it. It can be gentle, or violent, or teasing, or
hideously sentimental, or coldly manipulative. It can even be sleepy and automatic, or so I’m
told. I’d like to try it again tonight, if you are willing, so perhaps you’ll be able to detect a
difference in the range. What were you expecting exactly?”

“I was expecting something deadly serious and intense. Something demanding. Irresistible
passions and complicated positions. That’s why I was so embarrassed about not knowing. I
was terrified that I wouldn’t do it well, that I’d look stupid, that you’d be disgusted or not
satisfied, and that you’d... want to leave as soon as it was over. Or that you’d make me do
things I didn’t want to.”

“It can be serious and demanding. Passion takes all sorts of forms. And some people are
judgmental about their partners—treating lovemaking like a contest, a competition. I don’t
believe I would enjoy that. And as for making you do things you didn’t want to, well, I did
shock you a little, I think, though you enjoyed it once I’d explained. It’s important to talk.”

“Yes, I didn’t know there’d be so much talking, although I’m glad there is. And, I guess I
thought that you’d hurt me. Isn’t a wedding night supposed to be painful for the bride?”

“Only if she’s a virgin. And then it should only hurt for a brief time, if the man is careful. When
Healer Doré removed your barrier, she seems to have healed you well. That’s why I went so
slowly at first—I thought it might still sting a little at first, since it’s only been a few days.”

“No; not at all. I liked all of it very much. You must be really good at it.” She looked
thoughtful. “But everyone at school is so serious about it. They all make it sound like it’s so
important. No one ever said that it could be so much fun.”

He smiled a little condescendingly. “Of course it’s fun. After all, if it weren’t enjoyable there
would soon be no more little witches and wizards.” He frowned. “And I’m not particularly good
at it; you don’t really have much basis for comparison. I have avoided emotional
entanglements, and I take little pleasure in merely physical couplings, so don’t have much
more experience than you do. But as you see, it’s not difficult; any fool can do it—and most of
them do it far too much. But it’s better if you pay attention to your partner; we’ll enjoy each
other more when we’ve had some practice. We’ll learn what works, and be more confident.
And we’re already comfortable with each other, which I suspect is half the battle. Would you
like to go back to bed and explore a little more?”

“Thank you, Severus. I’d like that very much. And remember, it’s my turn this time.”

“Indeed, I am counting on that Hermione,” he said softly into her ear.

She suddenly realized that she felt very quivery indeed, but as she looked up into his eyes,
she relaxed a little. She knew this man — she trusted him. “Good,” she said, knowing she was
being a bit impudent. “I’ve been looking forward to this bit. I have all sorts of things I want to
try out on you.”

To her delight, his eyes darkened, and she was suddenly certain that he wanted her to do all
those things. Desperately. And he actually shivered. It was wonderful to think that she could
make him feel like that. “I’ll get into bed, shall I?” she said, picking up her robe and cloak and
then draping them along with the gold dressing gown over the chair next to the bed and
climbing in.

He took a moment longer, casting wards and several more silencing spells, including one on
the bedsprings, which had squeaked a little during their earlier exercise. Then he put out the
candles they had lit to eat dinner, laid his dressing gown over hers, and climbed into the bed
after her. She squeaked a little as his arms went around her and pulled her to him, but she
soon settled down comfortably.

“So, tell me where you’d like me, Hermione. There are enough petals in here, you can even
sprinkle some of them around if you’d like.”

“Perhaps I should call Rose — she does it so professionally,” she teased.
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He snorted. “Don’t you dare — I’ve known Rosy since she was two and I was nine. I do have a
certain dignity to maintain.”

“All right,” she said submissively. “I won’t. Now, do you have to be on the top?”

“No, you can be, if you’d like. And I’ll tell you a secret: the reward for being on top and doing
most of the work is that, while you’re pleasing your partner, you can please yourself as well,
controlling the angle and the pace as you like best. Although you can also listen for your
partner’s reactions and adjust accordingly.”

“I think I’ll try to do that,” she said, pushing him onto his back. “What I’ve liked most about
this so far is when you moan and sound pleased. So that’s what I’ll aim for.” He shivered
again, and she smiled to herself. “But first, if you don’t mind, could you explain about your...
erection? I’m afraid to touch it, since I know it’s very sensitive, and I don’t want to hurt you.”

“Ah, well we can’t have that,” he said, and gave her a short anatomy lesson, putting his hands
over hers and showing her how to touch him.

“Thank you, sir,” she said, and then blushed at her instinctive reaction to his teaching manner.
“Right. I’ll get to that eventually. First I want to explore a little.” And she suited her actions to
her words, following his example, and moving her hands and mouth around his body, teasing
him here and there, brushing lightly against places that she knew he wanted her to touch. He
surrendered himself entirely to her caresses, moaning and gasping in a very pleasing way,
and, when he could control his voice, telling her exactly how she was making him feel, what
he’d like her to do, and from time to time how much he was looking forward to doing to her
what she’d been doing to him, which made her shiver.

She moved on to his most private parts and was soon delighted with her ability to reduce him
to a moaning, whimpering, begging jelly. After a while he coaxed her to straddle him. She
quickly realized what he wanted, and they both gasped with pleasure. After rocking in a way
that she found immensely satisfying for what seemed like forever, she felt the backs of her
legs begin to tingle and she involuntarily picked up her pace. He began to raise his hips to
meet her, whispering, “Harder, please, harder!” and their joining suddenly turned frantic and
almost violent and then abruptly she was lost, writhing and digging her fingernails into his
shoulder, and he kept pounding into her and her climax was repeated until his moans and
gasps and shouts joined her own, and they rocked together for a while, coming down slowly.
And then suddenly she was lying, panting, against him, with her head on his shoulder and her
arms clinging to him like a limpet, and he was stroking her hair as he looked down at her with
a soft smile, noticing the tears on her face, her gasping breaths, and the happiness and
complete trust in her eyes.

“Merlin!” he said, softly. “What have I done to deserve this? The most brilliant, passionate,
and loving woman I have ever encountered is not only in my bed, but she is my wife. Thank
you, Hermione, for convincing me to do this. Everything will be all right. We’ve done the right
thing, and we’re going to have a wonderful marriage.”

She was already asleep, so he pulled the bedclothes up over her naked shoulders, marveled at
his luck once again, and then joined her in sleep.

~*~

The world was still very dark when Hermione woke, alarmed to realize that she was sleeping
without her nightshirt. As her drowsy mind slowly remembered the reason for that fact, she
was quite unsurprised to note that she was curled up against her Potions Master with her head
comfortably resting on his shoulder. She inhaled deeply, and his indefinable scent brought the
previous evening’s contentment back to her instantly. She was married to Severus Snape, and
it was working out very nicely thus far. She knew he was awake, because he was stroking her
hair gently. She straightened herself, yawning, and then put an arm across his chest, pulling
herself more tightly against him. He gave a little moan of contentment and turned to her
without a word. They lay facing one another in the dark, gently stroking and caressing and
kissing each other, silent by mutual agreement.

After a while he nudged her leg up over his hip and moved into her, easily, without urgency,
and they rocked gently together, enjoying their slowly building feelings, and finally Hermione
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lost herself in surging waves of pleasure. Last night it had felt like fireworks and explosions,
but this morning it was more like allowing herself to be swept over a very comfortable
waterfall. She continued moving in the same rhythm as she recovered herself, and in the dim
predawn light she watched her husband’s face, which at first was concentrated intensely,
seriously, as he moved against her. Slowly his eyes closed and he began to whimper softly
with every stroke, and she tried experimentally to tighten herself a little around him. With a
gasp of surprise he lost all control for a while, and then finally relaxed, lying back with his
eyes closed and a vulnerability in his face that made him look like an entirely different person.
She brushed the curtain of black hair from his face, and his eyes opened, examining her face
searchingly.

“That was very nice indeed, Mrs. Snape. I hope you enjoyed it,” he said politely.

She giggled a little. “Yes, very much, sir. And it’s nice to know one doesn’t always have to
talk. Do we need to get up and go down to breakfast?”

“No, it’s still very early. I’ve arranged breakfast in bed about two hours from now. The
implantation spell is said to be extremely taxing for both the witch and the wizard.” He
smirked at her.

“Yes, I suppose losing great chunks of one’s magic might be,” she said sardonically. “I’m so
glad we didn’t do it, Severus, not just because I wouldn’t have missed this for the world. But
those purple sparks... we’re going to need the power we would have sacrificed.”

“I hope you’re wrong, but I suspect you’re right.” He turned onto his side and looked at her
curiously. “By the way, have you noticed any effects from my great-grandfather’s transfer of
magic? I’ve been feeling that my simple charms are much stronger than they used to be. I
hadn’t expected to notice any difference at all — as I said, one usually doesn’t, and I certainly
didn’t after my mother’s death — but it has been quite striking.”

“No, I haven’t felt anything like that, but then Charms are probably what I’m strongest at
anyway. The main effect has been awe — every time I cast a spell, I think of all those
centuries of magic mixing with my own and putting their power behind me. It’s wonderful. I’ve
been reading about your... our family while Harry researches the Potters. It’s a very proud
history.”

“Yes, I suppose that would be a change. I can’t imagine what it must feel like to have one’s
magic be entirely new, entirely one’s own, with no generations of ancestors behind it. You
must feel quite free. I always found the responsibility of channeling all my family’s magic
rather wearing. That’s one of the reasons I went into Potions — ancestral magic hasn’t much
to do with brewing a potion.”

“Actually, you may be wrong about that. When I was making those three potions the other
night, I had this odd feeling of security. It was if I knew instinctively exactly what needed to
be done and when, and the fires seemed to adjust themselves and the ingredients fall under
my hands almost without my thinking. I was extremely efficient and deft, particularly given
how angry and upset I was.”

“Well, that’s a good thing, I suppose. I’m sorry to have left you such a difficult task. You must
have just got to bed when I came crashing in and woke you again.”

“Not at all. I had Harry and Ron and Ginny to help. Even Professor McGonagall minced a lot of
the ingredients — mind you, I think she was getting rid of some of her anger at the
Headmaster. So there was always someone there to stir or add things if I was busy with one
of the other potions.”

Severus’s eyes widened a bit. “You brewed them simultaneously? I am impressed. All three of
them were fairly complex. I think I’d have divided them into two batches. But they all seem to
have been brewed properly — at least I hope so. I’ve never actually taken a fertility potion
before, but it smelled right, and I didn’t keel over.”

“I thought I told you about it, I guess you were still a little vague from that terrible curse. But
with all those extra hands it wasn’t too difficult. And of course Harry and I made all those
medicinal potions a few weeks ago, so we work together quite smoothly. But I wonder now if
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perhaps I haven’t got a bit of your great-grandfather’s skill. It would be nice to think of
Septimius helping me out in Potions class. You know, my Potions Master can be really
demanding.”

He raised an eyebrow at her and spoke in his most ominously silky voice. “You’ve no idea, my
dear. If you will move a little closer, I shall demonstrate exactly how demanding he can be...”

“Is that a threat, Professor?” she said sweetly, but with a secret shiver.

“A promise, I assure you.” He smiled a very self-satisfied smile. “Now, come over here this
instant, Miss Granger, or I’ll ensure that you very much regret it,” he said in his threatening,
Potions Master voice. “Let’s see if you’re ready for your matrimonial N.E.W.T.s.”

~o0o~
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Chapter 16 – Married Life
~o0o~

Summary: Hermione has a few days to adjust to (clandestine) married life, and Professor Snape is once
again called to Voldemort.

~*~

It was considerably later that Hermione emerged from a long, leisurely bath, completely
happy and glowing. She found Professor Snape seated on the sofa by the fire where they’d
opened their Christmas presents with Septimius not ten days before. She seated herself
opposite with a little sigh, and he looked at her for a long moment.

“Exceeds Expectations, I think,” he said meditatively.

“You think! You... you... You horrible man!” she sputtered. “That was an Outstanding if I’ve
ever seen one. You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“If you’ve ever seen one! What do you know of Outstanding performance in this area?” The
Professor snorted. “And if I don’t know what I’m talking about, you know less. It will get even
better; I guarantee it. In fact, I’d be willing to bet that in ten months’ time, you’ll be arguing
with me that I was insane to give you more than an Adequate.”

Hermione’s indignant response was forestalled by the green flames and the whirling figure in
the fireplace. A few moments later, Timothy was setting out a huge breakfast for them.

“I thought you might be rather hungry, Mistress,” he said to her without expression. Then he
winked at her husband, collected the dishes from the previous evening’s supper, and
disappeared.

To her surprise, Hermione discovered she was ravenous. “I don’t understand why I should be
so hungry — I’ve barely been out of bed in the past twelve hours except to eat. I’m going to
get so fat!” she said, as she wolfed down a second scone that Severus had slathered in jam
and clotted cream.

“Yes, but you’ve hardly been sleeping,” Severus said smugly. “And I hope to Merlin you’re
going to get fat. I very much look forward to watching you fill up with our child.”

“You won’t see that, you know. Madam Pomfrey will give me something that helps me hide it.”

“Actually, all such illusions are formulated so that the father can see past them, so I shall
probably have to work very hard to avoid staring at you. These next six months are going to
be extremely difficult.”

“For me as well. Worse, probably. As you’ve so often pointed out, I’m not a good actor.” She
looked up at him hesitantly. “By the way, we still have two nights before we return to
Hogwarts — do you think, just for insurance, we might...?”

He chuckled. “Well, it’s nice to know you’ve enjoyed yourself, Madam Snape. Yes, I think we
might, given that our rooms are so conveniently connected. Although I realize that you’re
merely trying to get me to grade you on the curve.”

“That’s not fair,” she objected. “I’ve never needed the benefit of the curve in my life!”

He continued, ignoring her sublimely. “And, if you’d like, it occurs to me that I might return
home for Easter vacation, just to insure that Timothy doesn’t slack off too much without a
master in residence. You are going to find your movements very restricted next term, you
know, with the Dark Lord after you. Perhaps, since we’re so well protected here, I might be
able to allow you to visit the Hall as a bit of a break from Hogwarts. Surely one of your
N.E.W.T. projects would benefit from the library.”

“All of them, probably. That would be wonderful. But would the Headmaster allow me to stay
with you?”

“Not alone, certainly. But perhaps we could convince Minerva to come along and chaperone —
and your two... er... little friends might agree to join us as camouflage.”
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“What a sacrifice, Professor Snape! But they would agree to join us, if you’re really nice to
them,” she said carefully, watching his face. He winced. Well, it might take a little time. She
had a sudden thought. “I should mention, by the way, that Harry and Ginny suggested that
Ron and I pretend we never broke up last spring. No one seems to have noticed at the time,
and of course he’s been out of it all autumn, so it will be simple to go back to being together.
Harry thinks it will help distract everyone from my pregnancy — and it would also keep the
Headmaster happy. But you’ll know we’re just friends, right? And I told Professor McGonagall,
so she’ll know it’s just a ruse as well.”

“That is quite a good idea, actually,” he replied slowly. “What actually happened with you and
Weasley last spring? “You seemed quite fond of each other.”

“We were. We still are. We’ve always been really close, but there’d never been quite the same
brother-sister thing I have with Harry. There was always a lot of tension and bickering
between us, and we decided it was sexual tension, so we started dating, and Harry was really
pleased about it. I think it was really because he was so pleased that it went on even as long
as it did. At first, we both enjoyed the touching and the hand-holding.”

“Yes, I can imagine that, Hermione. You are a surprisingly physical person.”

“Am I? Well, perhaps. But it was also because it felt like we were growing up, and it was all
very novel and exciting. Neither of us had been involved with anyone before, you see. But
then Ron started to find it sort of embarrassing that I don’t know much about Quidditch and
often say silly things about it. He thought, since I like learning, I should sit down and learn it
all; but I’m really not very interested in it. And chess bores me, too; I’ve never been good at it
— and I find the wizarding version way too violent. My ignorance was funny before, but when
I was his girlfriend, it was different. When I said something stupid, it reflected on him, he
thought. We had terrible fights about it. And I knew just how he felt, because I started getting
embarrassed when he messed up in class. We argued about it for several weeks, and Harry
was miserable trying to mediate between us. So after a while, we decided we were no good as
a couple and went back to being friends. And it was immediately clear that it was the right
decision, since all of us were so much happier. And we’re even better friends now, since we
know where we are. We still flirt a bit sometimes, but we know it’s just to cheer the other one
up.”

“Well, it’s good to know in advance. I’ll try to resist hexing Weasley if he touches you,” he
said, grinning at her. “I’m feeling rather possessive this morning.”

“No, don’t hex him, please. But actually, you’re more likely to hex Draco for calling me a
Mudblood. I must admit that I’d like that.”

He sobered abruptly. “Yes, that might be a problem. It is rather a reflex to defend one’s
family, particularly the witches. But you know very well that I can’t afford myself that sort of
indulgence.”

She smiled. “You can practice ignoring it with Mr. Prewett. He still says it under his breath
every time I come into the library. And three or four of the portraits are still sneering. Most of
them stopped after they’d seen me in Mrs. Snape’s necklace.”

“Indeed. Cousin Rupert will find he’s out of a job very soon then. Although he shouldn’t be a
problem any more in any case. Albus partially Obliviated both him and Parkinson after the will
was read. They’ll be completely unaware that you and Harry were at the house at all, so he
shouldn't even see you. We can’t have word of that getting back to the Dark Lord.”

“Good,” she said, nodding. “I’d worried about that, since you said they weren’t to be trusted.
But you’ll probably need a librarian, you know. It would be a crime not to keep the library up
with the latest publications.”

“Yes,” he nodded absently. “I’ll ask Madam Pince if she can recommend someone. And that
reminds me — I was going to show you our very own Restricted Section, so you can read up
on matrimonial skills. The bookcase is age-spelled. I assume I can get it open now — I
couldn’t when I was sixteen. If you’ve finished with breakfast, come along.”
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He took her to the door that led to the stairs they’d used the night before. The other door on
the upper landing led into the study where Mr. Rookwood had explained Septimius’ will. It was
concealed by a bookcase on the other side, so Hermione hadn’t noticed it. Were there other
secret passages in the house, she wondered?

Behind the desk was a large bookshelf full of boring-looking reference works, however when
Severus opened it, the spines changed to books about sex.

“There are some rather kinky ones in here, as I remember,” Professor Snape said. “But you
should feel free to read whatever you like. If anything sounds interesting, you can bring it to
me and we can talk about it or try it out. You shouldn’t feel at all ashamed if you’d like to
experiment — of if you find you’d rather not.”

Hermione smiled up at him cheekily. “Thank you. I’d like to find out about all the possibilities,
but at the moment, the basics are enough of a novelty to keep me quite happy.”

“I should hope so. Choose one of the basic books then, and we can go over anything you don’t
understand this evening.” Her husband pulled out a few books that he thought might suit, and
then retreated upstairs to deal with Molly Weasley and the household accounts.

Hermione chose a book dating to the early 1960s, Hot Sex Tips Every Pure-blood Witch Should
Know, mainly because she found the title and the pink herringbone dust jacket amusing,
although a quick survey showed that it indeed seemed to cover the basics. She charmed it so
it looked like an obscure book on Arithmancy, and slipped out into the library, trying to look as
if she’d been there all along. She read her book for a while, but really the whole process didn’t
seem overly complicated. She made note of a few things to ask Severus about that night, and
then turned to checking over her homework. It would be very strange indeed to be back at
school again, she thought, as if nothing had happened.

After a while, Remus Lupin came in. “Oh, there you are Hermione. I trust you’re feeling
better?”

“Much better, thank you,” she beamed at him. She lowered her voice. “Was the Headmaster
satisfied?”

He pulled up a chair and sat with his head close to hers, casting a rather subtle Silencing spell.
“Yes, Albus was very relieved indeed. He doesn’t seem to trust you very much.”

She laughed lightly. “And with reason, I’m afraid. But I think we did the right thing... when
Sev... er... Professor Snape explained about the purple sparks, well, it seems as if sacrificing
some of our magical capacity would have been a very bad idea.”

Lupin smiled when she hesitated over her husband’s name, but at the mention of the sacrifice
he nodded seriously. “Exactly. Minerva and Agamemnon were quite emphatic on that point. I’d
never witnessed a binding before, but they tell me the sparks you got last night were quite
exceptional and that they meant that we’ve all made a very good decision. But frankly, I
thought that before; you will be very good for Severus, I think. His work is very stressful and
absolutely vital to our cause. He’ll do it better if he’s happy — if he knows that someone cares
about him. And I’ve never in my life seen him so happy as he was when he brought in your
cords last night.” He smiled. “He was positively gleeful and quite insufferably smug.”

Hermione snorted and her hand went briefly to her waist where she could feel the cord,
comfortable but reassuring. “I’m glad. I’m very grateful to you for supporting me — us.
Professor Snape seems completely reconciled this morning to the course of action we’ve
chosen.”

Remus raised an eyebrow. “I suspect he’s been given a good reason to approve it.”

She blushed. “We both have. It’s going to be very hard not being frank with Harry and Ron,
though — and especially Ginny. She’s so insightful about emotions; I don’t know how I’ll be
able to explain how happy I’m feeling right now.”

“Just say you’ve been given a long-lasting Cheering charm to help you with the stress of the
medical procedure last night. And once you’re back at Hogwarts it should be easier — there
will be more people around, and fewer associations.”
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“That’s what Professor Snape said.” An idea struck her. “But there will be other problems at
Hogwarts. What about the map, Remus? I mean, will Harry still see me on it as Hermione
Granger? Or will my name have changed?”

The werewolf looked up sharply. “That will be a problem. I’d forgotten that. The binding ritual
automatically changes your true name, and that will be visible on the Marauder’s Map, of
course. It won’t do to have Harry and Ron noticing that. Or Dumbledore, who borrows it from
Harry from time to time, you know. And Dumbledore could always demand it of an Order
member. Hmmm. Perhaps you should simply steal it from him. That way no one else will know
who has it.”

“I don’t like that — he’d feel terrible and worry. Remember what happened when the fake
Moody had it. But perhaps I can just talk him into letting me have it for the rest of the year. I
can explain that it is dangerous to what I’m doing and ask him to trust me. I told them I was
doing something that Dumbledore wasn’t to know about, and they agreed that it would be
better not to know it themselves.”

Remus nodded. “If he’ll trust you to that extent, it will be better. Now, I’d better let you get
back to your homework — not that I have any doubts that you’ve finished it already.”

“Of course. The others haven’t, though; I wonder where they are? We’ve only got two more
days, and I know that Ron’s way behind.”

“The Quidditch pitch, of course.” Remus smiled. “But let them be... it’s almost time for lunch.”

Harry and Ron greeted Hermione rather cautiously when they all gathered in the small dining
room an hour later for lunch. Ginny gave her a hug and a reassuring smile, but the boys
looked at her like she had somehow become a different person — which she had, in a way.
They were the first to arrive, and her friends took advantage of that fact.

“Are you... pregnant?” Harry whispered with something that sounded almost like awe. Ginny
swatted him on the arm and Harry blushed scarlet, but he still looked rather interested.

Hermione gave a careful look around. “No, we won’t really know for another week, maybe
even two. But I hope I will be. The procedure is really draining. I was exhausted last night,
and it would be better for all sorts of reasons not to have to do it twice. But everything went
according to our plan. The Headmaster is... pleased, Remus said.”

“Wow!” Ron breathed. “It’s really weird thinking that maybe a little Snape is inside you. Do
you... mind? I mean, you might be growing a future greasy git in there!”

Hermione frowned. “Shhhh! Ron! This is his house after all. You don’t have to be rude. And
he’s only really a git in front of the Slytherins, you know. I like him.”

“I know,” Ron sighed. “He worked really hard on my curse, Harry says, and he was sort of
pleasant last summer, when we used to play chess. But it’s still sort of creepy thinking of him
as human... as somebody’s father. And that sort of connection between you, even if it’s not...
well, anyway, it’s just a little hard to take.”

Hermione put an arm around him. “Things have changed, Ron. I like him. Harry likes him...
well, sort of. We’ve spent a lot of time together recently. And he’s had a lot to deal with,
coming home after so long, and then losing Septimius.”

“Yeah,” Harry agreed. “When we first got here, everyone treated him like he was seventeen. It
was like there was no difference in our ages. It was strange, but he seemed younger to me,
too, sort of.”

Hermione giggled. “When Harry and Snape were practicing Quidditch, Septimius said how nice
it was for Professor Snape to have someone to play with. Like they were toddlers.” Ron
snorted, and even Ginny snickered at that.

“I’m glad to see you’re feeling better, Hermione,” Molly Weasley said, as she joined them a
moment later. “Minerva said you were a bit unwell this morning. I hope you’ll be feeling well
enough to return to Hogwarts on Sunday.”
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All four teenagers groaned. “Don’t remind us.” Ron said. “I’ve still got a half mile of essays to
write. Oh, and Professor McGonagall,” he said, as she entered with Snape and Lupin, and they
all took their seats. “Hermione said I should ask you about this one section in our
Transfiguration reading that I didn’t understand. She couldn’t figure it out either...”

Hermione was suddenly very nervous, and concentrated intently on the delicious hot potato
soup. After a few minutes she glanced cautiously at Professor Snape. He didn’t avoid her eyes,
but smiled at her calmly. She nodded slightly, and then smiled to herself and went back to her
soup, much relieved. She’d be able to do this, she thought. If they’d both been nervous, it
would have been impossible, but he was such an expert at deceit that she could trust him to
set the right tone.

The four students spent the afternoon in the library, and Professor McGonagall joined them for
a while to explain the anomalies that Ron had found in the Transfiguration readings. At one
point, when the other three were huddled over a book, she gave Hermione a squeeze on the
shoulder and an inquiring look. Hermione smiled happily at her, and the older woman nodded,
satisfied and pleased that everything had gone as well as she had predicted.

Dinner also passed easily. Arthur, Molly and the Tonks were deeply engaged in some
conversation about genealogy at one end of the table. At the other, where Hermione sat by
Professor Snape, they had a pleasant and very technical discussion of the differences in the
two French potions and the adjustments that had to be made in several other potions to
adjust for the sex of the drinker. Harry and Ginny joined in with questions from time to time.
Ron sat silently across the table from Hermione, looking at Professor Snape appraisingly. She
could practically see him trying to imagine Snape as a real person and to understand how the
others could be so relaxed with him.

The four friends stayed on in the dining room, after their elders had left, discussing their
return to Hogwarts and what the next two terms might bring. Hermione was worried about
N.E.W.T.s, of course, but Harry was more concerned about the likelihood that the summer or
fall at the latest would bring Voldemort’s major attack on the wizarding world. He wanted to
“finish Potter off,” Snape had told them, before he started full time Auror training in early
October, but he also needed to have his own troops as strong and as well trained as possible.
It was a question of balance, and one of Dumbledore’s goals was to insure that he
miscalculated.

As they sat, talking seriously about how these events were likely to play out and what sort of
advantages they might be able to develop to turn things their way, Professor Snape returned
to the dining room, clearly disturbed.

“I am being summoned — I must go immediately. Mr. Potter, could you Floo the Headmaster?
He’s in room twelve at the Hog’s Head tonight. This is unexpected, so he’ll probably want to
be here when I return, and I have no idea how long I will be. And Miss Granger, could you
make me two vials of that potion, yet again?” He grimaced. “Thank you both.” He turned on
his heel and swept out of the room without waiting for an answer, and Hermione followed him
with her eyes, looking worried.

Ron turned to them rather surprised. “I think I see what you two mean. He really treats you
both almost as equals — he trusts you. You’re right. He’s changed a lot. Ginny, let’s go work
in the library for a while, so we’ll be out of their way. Call us if you need us.”

Hermione smiled at them, and then summoned a house-elf to clear the dinner dishes, while
Harry went to Floo Dumbledore. “It’s that purple potion with all the asphodel, right? I’ll be
down in a few minutes and help you cut up the ingredients,” he said as he left the room.

It was very late indeed that Snape returned to Houndsnape Hall. Harry had waited up with
Hermione in her room, reassuring her that he had felt only brief flashes of irritation and one
small temper tantrum from Voldemort all evening. Timothy came to fetch them when Snape
returned with Thomas in the sleigh. Harry rushed downstairs with the elf to help the battered
Potions Master upstairs and Hermione went at the same time to summon the Headmaster,
who had arrived to spend the night two hours previously. Both groups arrived at Septimius’
door at the same time, and Hermione waited outside while the three men put the trembling
Potions Master to bed. Timothy came to let her in, and took his own leave with a wink at her.
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She gave Snape the potions, and was again allowed by the Headmaster to hold his hand
soothingly as his tremors lessened.

“It was as I had feared, Headmaster,” Snape reported, as soon as he could again speak
coherently. “He wanted to make sure that I was telling the truth about my... sexual
incapacity.” He looked embarrassed. “I apologize for mentioning this, Miss Granger, but it is
vital to your safety, so I feel you deserve to know what steps have been taken. This afternoon
I made that potion we talked about, sir, an extremely strong aphrodisiac, and I drank a vial of
it as a precaution before I left. As soon as I arrived at his current headquarters — somewhere
in the London underground, I think, this week — the Dark Lord attempted various potions and
charms, which fortunately I was able to prevent from countering my potion.”

He looked at the Headmaster pointedly. “He used three spells in particular. I shall not mention
their names, lest Miss Granger be tempted to research them. I think you know the ones I
mean.”

“Oh, dear,” the Headmaster said. “How very... disturbing. And you were able to prevent...?”

Professor Snape nodded curtly. “Yes. It was not... pleasant.” He paused for a moment, waiting
for another wave of tremors to pass. “But even that did not satisfy him. He sent Malfoy,
Crabbe, and Goyle with me to a brothel in Knockturn Alley, where four women had been hired
to... disprove my claims of incapacity. Thanks to my potion, they failed to do so, but it was a
particularly... Anyway, they failed.”

“How very mortifying that must have been,” Dumbledore said. “You know how grateful we all
are, Severus, for the sacrifices you make for us.” Harry nodded, his eyes wide and
sympathetic, and Hermione squeezed her husband’s hand.

“Thank you, sir,” Snape sighed. “It was more embarrassing than painful, really, and extremely
tedious of course. My fellow Death Eaters sat watching and making lewd suggestions for over
three hours, and then they availed themselves of the ladies’ charms for a while longer. When
we returned to the Dark Lord and they reported their failure, he was extremely unhappy. He
again proposed kidnapping Miss Granger and using some sort of transfusion to produce the
illusion that a child engendered by some other Death Eater was in fact mine. A number of us
finally managed to convince him that such a stratagem would not defeat the legal paternity
testing charm. He was extremely angry. He subjected all of us to the Cruciatus curse, and
then I got an extra bout of it on the grounds that it was stupid of me to have rendered myself
sterile in his service. He seems very disturbed by my impotence and sterility. I suspect it
reminds him of his own limitations in that sphere.”

“Was there any news of his... other campaign?” Dumbledore looked at Harry and Hermione in
such a way that it was clear to them that this was something they were not to know about.

Snape sighed. “He’s added about forty-five members in his new country of interest, as far as I
can tell. I can give you a list of the names I was able to determine, but as we surmised the
Keeper and the Chaser we talked about seem to have taken the Dark Mark. We need to warn
the Seeker. And there is some indication that the next general meeting, in two weeks’ time,
will be in... will be there, in order to welcome the new members officially.”

“Anything else?”

“Two things, sir. He’s apparently discovered the existence of your safe houses, although of
course he’s been unable to locate them.”

“Have you any idea how he knows? Has there been a leak?” The Headmaster’s eyes narrowed.

“No, I don’t think so. It’s almost certainly simple deduction. He’s been sending out teams of
Death Eaters to the houses of the parents of Hogwarts Muggle-borns, and it has become
obvious to him that they are no longer living in their homes. He has done a collection of
locator spells and pursued inquiries through the Ministry (I’ll get to that in a moment). He’s
come up with no information, so he’s told us he’s fairly sure you have put them in safe houses
with Secret Keepers. He’s very curious about where you might have got the resources to do
so.”
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Dumbledore nodded grimly. “Well, we have to keep that from him at all costs, of course. Does
he have an alternative strategy?”

“Not that I can determine. I thought he might set about the destruction of the Muggle houses
themselves, but he seems to prefer to punish the teams for bringing him back the bad news.
The Dark Lord himself has never been attached to a place, so he doesn’t realize how effective
the destruction of a home might be.”

Harry looked up curiously. “How does he know who at Hogwarts is a Muggle-born, sir? I mean,
there’s no official listing that indicates family status, is there? Or is it recorded at the
Ministry?”

“No — he’s going by the list I gave him, Potter,” Professor Snape said, with an edge to his
voice. “It’s not entirely complete, but it’s accurate enough.”

The Headmaster looked at Harry reprovingly. “Professor Snape sometimes has to provide
information to Riddle to keep his place in the organization. We try to come up with information
that will do the least harm. Muggle-borns whose parents declined to go into hiding are not on
the list.” He turned back to Snape. “We’ll ward the abandoned houses and their contents with
a second layer of charms. Does he have any idea who the Secret Keepers are?”

“I think he’s assuming that you are the Secret Keeper for most of them, which is just as well,
since he can hardly hope to recruit you. But his main effort seems to be centered on trying to
determine where the money is coming from. He’s asked me to try to find out. You’ll have to
talk to Rookwood further about increasing security, although any changes you make should
not be obvious. He’s watching the financial sector very closely for unusual activity — Gringotts
particularly, but several of Rookwood’s clients are Death Eaters. I can give you a partial list.”

“That would be very useful,” the Headmaster said with a sigh. “We should have done that
some time ago, in fact. Well, perhaps we can create some disinformation and allow you to
pass it along to him — some wealthy donor in a part of the world where he has no spies,
perhaps.”

The Potions Master nodded. “And we might also see about doing some weeding of files at the
Ministry. There should be no records of the more distant relatives of Muggle-borns in any of
their files.”

Hermione gasped. “My aunt and uncle? Are they in the records?”

Snape shook his head. “No, they are not. Your relations have already been looked for and not
found. Only your late great aunt was listed; you were once cited for using a Cheering charm at
her residence, apparently.” Hermione blushed, but her Professor continued blandly. “Luckily,
she is beyond the reach of the Death Eaters. The Dark Lord was particularly furious that your
parents had gone into hiding, Miss Granger. He’d hoped to use them to lure you in some way,
so that you could be forcibly impregnated. But I am worried that some of the other collateral
relations of Muggle-borns may appear in Ministry files.”

Dumbledore looked thoughtful. “I see why you are concerned. Yes, we shall have to put
someone onto that. Perhaps Nymphadora’s newest recruit would do, although I’d prefer to
give him something a bit more exciting for a first Order assignment. We’ll talk about that. And
the second point of interest?”

“It’s related. The Ministry Auror that you thought might be a Death Eater has certainly been
taking bribes, and she turns out to be the one who has been searching the Ministry records for
information about the families of Hogwarts Muggle-borns. However, she was not yet a Death
Eater. He meant to Mark her tonight, in fact, but she apparently decided at the last minute to
forgo the tattoo and owled him a letter declining the honor. The Dark Lord is furious with her,
and has essentially signed her death warrant. I don’t know whether such a greedy woman is
worth the protection that we could give her, but she might be willing to join us and give us a
window into a different branch of Magical Law Enforcement. I wouldn’t trust her very far, if at
all — she has been selling information to him — but she at least made the correct decision in
the end. I’m not sure of her motives, but I can think of one or two ways in which she might be
made useful.”
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“That’s very interesting indeed. I shall have to think about it. But we can talk about this
tomorrow. Will you be all right alone tonight, or would you like Harry or myself to sit up with
you?” He smiled. “In your present condition, Miss Granger could sit up with you as well
without damage to either of your reputations.”

Snape pulled himself together enough to glare at the Headmaster. “Sir, I am certain that with
a woman of Miss Granger’s character, there would be no question of any damage, real or
imagined, with or without the potion — and I should hope that you would be able to depend
upon my own character. You know that I would not under any circumstances harm a student.”

The Headmaster put his hand on Snape’s shoulder, which had begun to shake again. “I’m
sorry, Severus. It was my feeble attempt at a joke, I fear. Very bad taste. I apologize. All right
then, we will leave you by yourself. Please have Timothy fetch any of us at any time, if you
feel we can be of help.”

They all wished him goodnight, and left the room. About a quarter hour later, however,
Hermione returned, using the passage between their rooms. She cast a Silencing charm, and
approached the bed.

Snape turned to look at her sadly. “I fear the potion I took earlier puts a spoke in our plans for
the evening, my love. I’m sorry. It lasts for several weeks.”

Hermione smiled at him. “That’s all right. I’m still a bit tired from last night anyway. So, are
you going to tell me about those three spells he cast on you?”

“Certainly not, young lady. They are far too... Well, I’m certainly not going to tell you about
them. Their effects are not permanent, and hence are of no concern to you. Is that why you
came in here tonight?”

“No, sir. I just wanted to see if you’d like me to sleep here tonight.”

His eyes widened. “Just to sleep, you mean?”

“Of course. I thought you might find it comforting. And I’d like it, too.”

He gave her an odd look, but he reached for his wand and set up strong wards preventing
entry into the room. Then he lifted his eyebrow and the bedclothes invitingly, and she
removed her dressing gown and climbed in without hesitation, cuddling up to him. He sighed
in contentment, and with a murmured, “thank you, Hermione,” he buried his face in her hair.
Soon his tremors stopped altogether.

She came to him the next night as well, although he had completely recovered from the
Cruciatus by then. This time she climbed into his bed without a word. He didn’t say anything,
but held her tightly until morning. As she prepared to return to her own room then, however,
he followed her to the door and held her back.

“Hermione, thank you for everything. It makes me happier than you can imagine to know
you’re willing to come to me like this. I’m going to miss you terribly, you know.”

“I’ll miss you, too, Severus. This has been really... really nice. I feel very happy about it, too.
It will be hard to go back to being your student again.

“Nonetheless, you will do it, I’m sure.”

“I’ll do it,” she said grimly. “I know what the dangers are. Oh, and by the way, I should give
you back your mother’s ring.”

“Don’t, please. You’ll be in far more danger at Hogwarts than you are here. Keep it, and don’t
hesitate to call me if you need to. Muggles exchange rings when they marry, don’t they? So
these will be ours. You can just tell anyone who asks that it was a Christmas present.” He
hesitated. “My ring can also call you, if I’m ever in need in a place where you can come safely.
If you feel my call, just let your feet guide you, and they’ll take you to where I am. Or, of
course, you can Apparate by focusing on the call itself.”

“That might be useful for you. Don’t hesitate to call me either, then.”



The Lioness Prophecies

162

He smiled. “I won’t, should I ever find myself in a dangerous situation where a pregnant
eighteen-year-old could help me without threat of being injured herself.”

“Good heavens! The man has got my age right at last! But don’t be overprotective, Severus.
Even a pregnant witch can use a wand. And I’m quite good at hexes, you know.”

“Indeed. When will we find out if you are pregnant, by the way? After this morning, our
contact with each other is going to be highly limited and very formal.”

“Professor Dumbledore has asked me to begin doing the test daily beginning next Friday,
though if we’ve conceived, fertilization would have taken place two days later than with the
clinic’s eggs. So it probably isn’t possible to get any news before Sunday — and perhaps not
even then. If I get a positive result, he’s instructed me to go immediately to Professor
McGonagall’s office and Floo him from there. I’ll do that, but I’ll plan to Floo you first. I’m sure
she won’t mind. I want you to be the first to know. She’s agreed to serve as a go-between —
and also help to arrange something if I’m not pregnant and we’re asked to... repeat the
procedure.”

Snape frowned. “I hope that’s not necessary. I am going to try to pretend that I’ve left my
wife here at Houndsnape; it will be easier if I can think of you purely as a student. And it
would be very... disturbing to have such memories in connection with my rooms at Hogwarts.

She nodded. “That’s a good idea. I’ll try to do the same. Perhaps we’d better say goodbye
now, then.” She put her arms around his neck and stood on her toes to kiss him, but he
reached down and swept her up again, and held her tightly for a moment, then kissed her
soundly until she was gasping for breath.

“I’ll miss you, Severus,” she said, when at last he’d set her on her feet again.

“I love you, Hermione. Do not forget that you are my wife.”

She smiled back at him, a little sad that she still didn’t feel she could say she loved him, too.
She was fond of him, she felt safe with him, and she loved kissing and making love with him,
but she still didn’t feel the sort of earth-shattering emotion that she had seen in her parents’
marriage or the marriages of some of their friends. She felt confident that she would feel like
that, eventually, but she didn’t want to say so prematurely, leaving her nothing to add when
that final point was reached. He smiled back at her, quite happily, and she knew, somehow,
that he understood.

She returned and was dressed and packed just in time. Mrs. Weasley knocked and opened her
door just as she was putting Crookshanks into his carrier.

“Hermione, are you ready? Albus has set up a Floo connection to Hogwarts from the drawing
room fireplace. You’ll all have breakfast in the Great Hall.”

She quickly gathered her things and left the Lilac Room, thinking sadly of Septimus and
Severus and all the memories she was leaving behind.

~o0o~
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Chapter 17 – A Bun in the Oven
~o0o~

Summary: Hermione and her friends return to Hogwarts, and life seems to be back to normal for a bit.
But it isn't.

~*~

Hermione was worried about her husband. She saw Professor Snape at meals and in class, of
course, and their eyes met occasionally in the corridors. But she could get no idea of his state
of health or happiness from his expression, and this bothered her. He had regressed, not to
the reserved neutrality of the previous fall, but to the cold hostility of their fourth and fifth
years. Even in the first Potions class of the new term, when he had stood over her cauldron for
a full five minutes, he gave no sign of any emotion other than a desire to find flaws in her
Dispossession Draught. He had finally walked away with a brief disdainful sniff.

He’d been even ruder to Harry, vanishing his potion altogether with a flick of his wand and a
snorted, “Worthless!” The potion had even been the right pale yellow color and the proper
creamy thickness; it was merely slightly lumpy. But she and Harry had worked out that their
actual grade in Potions class was irrelevant — it was the N.E.W.T. score that counted. Snape’s
zeros were humiliating, but had no effect in the end. Dumbledore (and probably Professor
Snape as well) would ensure that Harry’s grades never fell so low that he would not be
allowed to take his N.E.W.T.s.

As soon as Snape was out of earshot and had his back to them, Hermione leaned close to
Harry’s ear. “Your potion was fine,” she whispered reassuringly. “Just chop the bitterroot a bit
more thoroughly next time so it dissolves completely.”

The Potions Master whirled to face her. “Who is teaching the class, then, Miss Granger? Who is
the Potions Master at this school?”

Well, apparently not quite out of earshot, then.

"You are, sir." She lowered her gaze, embarrassed.

“And do you doubt my ability to evaluate the effectiveness of a potion?” he said softly.

“No, sir.”

“Very well, then. I said that Mr. Potter’s potion was unacceptable. What does that tell you,
Miss Granger?” His voice grew even softer and more threatening.

“That you believe it would have been ineffective, sir.”

“Very good. And yet you think it would have been effective?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Twenty-five points from Gryffindor for errant insolence, Miss Granger. This potion needs to be
perfectly balanced to be effective, as even you must remember. But even you could see the
lumps of bitterroot floating in Mr. Potter’s potion, couldn’t you?”

“Yes, sir. But just because the potion is a little lumpy... I mean, the balance is still there, isn’t
it?”

“No, Miss Granger, it is not. Can anyone explain to our class Know-It-Apparently-Not-Quite-All
why the lumps result in an imbalance? Mr. Malfoy?”

Draco smirked at Harry and Hermione before answering, then turned to the Potions Master
respectfully. “Is it because when bitterroot is badly chopped like Potter’s, it doesn’t offer as
much surface area for the reaction, sir?”

Snape smiled indulgently at the blond Slytherin. “In part, Mr. Malfoy, but only in part. Five
points to Slytherin. Anyone else? No? Miss Patil? No?”

He sighed. “Well, apparently I shall have to explain it to you myself, Miss Granger, although in
fact the answer should be obvious to even the meanest intelligence — and hence even to your
own.”
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Hermione winced. He certainly had not lost his technique.

The Potions Master raised an eyebrow and moved to the front of the class to lecture. “When
bitterroot is, as Mr. Malfoy so eloquently put it, ‘badly chopped like Potter’s,’ it forms lumps in
the potion — bitter, sticky lumps that will stick to the teeth of the patient who drinks it. The
patient would have to detach the lumps from his teeth with his tongue, chew them thoroughly,
and then swallow them to get the necessary quantity of bitterroot to interact properly with the
asphodel. But no patient will chew and swallow lumps of bitterroot; the taste is unbearable.”

He paused. “He will spit it out.” The Potions Master spat the last three words dramatically. “Do
you understand, Miss Granger? Do you see the problem now?”

“Yes, sir,” she said, mortified.

“Excellent.” He looked around at the class. “As a result of the missing lumps expectorated by
the patient, the ingredients will be out of balance and will not interact properly. Thus, the
potion will be ineffective, and the demon will continue to possess the patient. It is necessary,
you see, Miss Granger, to take into account the behavior of the drinker when concocting a
potion.” He sneered at her. “Only the most ignorant of brewers would assume that knowing
the magical chemistry is enough, that the person who drinks the potion will have no choice in
the matter and therefore no effect on the potion’s efficacy. Now, bring samples of your potions
to the front of the class, not including any bitterroot lumps. Then clean up this disgusting
mess, all of you, and get out, so I can make my classroom ready for the next group of
ignorant children.”

Harry rolled his eyes at Hermione as she shouldered her book bag and they joined Ron leaving
the dungeon classroom. “Hard to believe that he’s the same man, isn’t it?” he said softly.

“That was a really good point, Harry. We need to know to pay attention to patient reactions to
the ingredients of medicinal potions, and we all learned it better than we would have if we’d
just read it, or he’d told us. Everyone listens and pays attention when he abuses students.”
She paused. “And he’s right — your potion would probably have passed as Adequate or even
Exceeds Expectations if you’d done it for your N.E.W.T.s, but if you’d actually given it to a
patient who was possessed by a demon, the lack of bitterroot would have kept it from
working. And those apricot blossoms picked during an eclipse are quite expensive, so it
doesn’t do to waste them. I won’t forget his point in a hurry. We actually learn things in
Snape’s class, you know.”

“Yeah, we do,” Ron said. “But somehow, we never seem to learn things in ways that cost the
Slytherins points. That little lesson brought Slytherin thirty points closer to the House Cup.”

“Oh, come on, Ron. No one really cares about the House Cup after fifth year, unless they’re a
teacher. The whole thing is just a ruse to keep the younger students in line.”

“Hey, Hermione,” Harry said suddenly. “Did you ever see that Muggle movie about an
exorcism? I watched it on Dudley’s television one night after he’d fallen asleep. Remember
when the girl... well, you could hardly miss that bit, could you? But that yellow stuff she spat
out looked a lot like my potion. Do you think it could have been... I don’t know. Do you think
maybe they had a wizard consultant or something?”

Hermione shook her head. “Not from what I remember of the rest of the film. You could
always ask Professor Snape, though.”

Harry snorted. “Right. Not at Hogwarts I won’t.”

Ron rolled his eyes at Hermione, and the three friends went off to lunch.

~*~

Despite her professed satisfaction with his classroom teaching, Hermione found herself hoping
for a positive pregnancy test mainly because that would give her a few minutes to talk with
Severus as they had at Houndsnape Hall. She had been quite disappointed on Friday morning,
when she first tried the test, to encounter a negative result. She told herself that it was too
early—after all, the egg that they were supposed to have implanted was fertilized two days
before her wedding night. Nonetheless, she was disappointed. She had hoped that she would
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be able to send Severus some good news along with the birthday present she’d sent him — a
potion timer that she’d rather cleverly charmed to play Night and Day when it went off.
Professor Snape had caught her eye at dinner and quirked the corner of his mouth slightly, so
she knew he was pleased.

Saturday, she had to wait until after dinner to try the test again, since Lavender and Parvati
were trying magical makeovers in her dorm all morning. She had tried the spell both behind
her bed curtains and in a stall in the girl’s toilet, but neither space offered her enough room
for the rather expansive wand movement required. Something told her that Lavender and
Parvati would recognize a pregnancy test charm instantly, if they caught her doing it.

Harry and Ron talked her into going into Hogsmeade with them on Saturday, and despite the
rather rigid security arrangements, she had a wonderful time wandering the picturesque
streets, buying sweets and window shopping in the bookstore. It was wonderful to have Ron
back and to be a threesome again. They ended up having Butterbeers with Ginny, Neville, and
Luna by the roaring fire in the Three Broomsticks and being as silly as if they were all third
years again. Hermione wondered at the time whether this was her last afternoon of freedom
before her pregnancy was confirmed, but the spell she cast that evening was still negative.

Sunday morning she got up early and had the common room to herself for long enough to
perform the spell in a secluded corner. Negative again. Now she could really begin worrying.
Monday she slipped back after breakfast, but it was still negative. Surely the result would be
positive by now if she were really pregnant. She began to regret that Severus had been forced
to take that potion, making it impossible for them to try a second and a third night. Her first
class was Potions again. She kept her eyes down, somehow aware that her Professor was
looking at her curiously, expectantly. She hated to disappoint him.

Tuesday morning she skipped breakfast entirely — she wasn’t hungry at all, probably from the
worry. When the test came back positive she didn’t quite believe it. She did it three more
times, but the result was unchanged. Pregnant. Merlin. Somehow it was different, now that it
was real. Pregnant with Professor Snape’s child. Well, that would take a bit of getting used to.
Severus’ heir. A little Snape, like Severus and Septimius. She put her hand on her belly. It
was... strange. Not bad, exactly. In fact, rather nice. But definitely strange.

She caught Professor McGonagall between breakfast and her own Transfiguration class. The
Professor gave her a questioning look and then a quick tight hug at her beaming smile.

“Let me call Severus for you. He has a free period just now, I believe, and you can use my
rooms to talk — I’ll give you an hour of privacy.” She waved her wand and banished all the
portraits from their frames. “Then when he’s gone you can Floo Albus. You’re excused from
class — you’ve been doing some special research for me in my personal library if anyone asks.
Wait for me here when you’re done.” She threw some Floo powder into the fire. “Professor
Snape, could you step into my rooms for a moment?” She gathered her books and papers and
had left the room before Professor Snape stepped out of the fire.

The tall man searched the room quickly, clearly expecting Professor McGonagall’s imposing
form.

“Sir? Severus? Professor McGonagall said we could talk here for an hour in private.”

He looked down at her, startled, then opened his arms and she went into them at once.
“Merlin, Hermione! I’ve missed you so much. I’m sorry about last Monday.”

So much for keeping things separate at school, she thought. Last Monday... Oh.

“That’s all right — it was a really good point. And it was pretty obnoxious of me to contradict
you. And as I told Harry, none of us will ever cut up bitterroots again without thinking of the
person who’s going to drink the potion. But how are you, Severus? I’ve been terribly worried. I
don’t see enough of you to know if you’re being called often or if you’re hurt or if you need
me. We’ve got to work out some way to communicate. This is even more frustrating than I
thought it would be. I’ve been frantic.”

He looked at her carefully. “Is... is that why Minerva called me here for you? Because you
were worried? So you could be reassured that I was all right? Or...?”
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“No, I didn’t ask her anything. She just saw me and called you. But I’m pregnant.”

He inhaled sharply and then sank into one of Professor McGonagall’s large armchairs, pulling
her down with him, onto his lap. “Thank Merlin! Are you sure, Hermione? I was beginning to
think... I expected on Sunday... That wretched potion! Are you really sure?”

“Shhh! Never mind about that now. We’re all right. Actually, I did the spell four times — I
didn’t quite believe it either. But why don’t you try, too, just to be sure I’m not imagining it
all.”

They both stood and he performed the spell. Positive. He shook his head and did it again. Still
positive. He began to smile, more broadly than Hermione had ever seen him smile. His face
glowed and he looked almost handsome. She stood on her toes and kissed him on the cheek.

“You’re going to have to stop smiling like that, Severus, or your second-year Hufflepuffs and
Ravenclaws are going to think you’ve gone around the bend. And you are far too attractive
when you smile like that to be allowed to teach your sixth year N.E.W.T.s class.”

He snorted. “Well, I may smile at you for a little, mayn’t I? I don’t think anyone has ever told
me I was going to be a father before, and it’s a bit breathtaking. Now, come here.” He pulled
her down into the armchair again and nuzzled her neck, sighing. They sat together in
comfortable silence for quite a while, thinking. Finally, he murmured into her ear softly, “Are
you all right with this, my love? It’s all happened rather fast. I’m finding it a bit intense, and I
can only imagine what it’s like for you.”

“Actually, everything feels exactly as it should be, just at the moment. If only I could have
your arms around me all the time! I always feel so safe with you. But I’m really happy about
the pregnancy, and not just because it takes the pressure off me. I’m glad to be able to give
you a child, and it will be wonderful to have my child be a Snape. And Septimius would be so
pleased. What a pity he’s not here so we can tell him about it. And of course it is a help to the
Order. I’m afraid I’m a bit young to be a mother, but I think I’ll be able to do it. The house-
elves will help, won’t they?” She turned and looked at him anxiously. “But I will get to help
you raise it, won’t I, Severus? You won’t let Professor Dumbledore make me leave?”

He chuckled. “We’ll work something out — never fear. I won’t let them take our child away
from you. After all, Dumbledore is only holding my promise of marriage for you until
graduation. You’d be perfectly within your rights to sign it the next day. We could tell people
afterwards that we fell in love during the time we spent at the fertility clinic.”

“That would make sense,” she said meditatively. “After all, Paris is a very romantic city. That
sounds quite likely.”

“Romantic? Is it really?” He seemed surprised. “I did like the churches, and I’d like to go back
with you sometime. But romantic?” He shook his head. “Actually, all I remember about the
city is that I spent the whole time we were there trying desperately to prevent you from telling
me why I should do what I wanted to do so badly. The thought of marrying you felt too
pleasant, too perfect, to allow me to believe that it was truly the right thing for me to do. I
knew very well I had never done anything to deserve such a blessing. And I was so unhappy
because I knew that you were assuming I didn’t want to be with you, even for such a noble
purpose.”

“Actually, that never really occurred to me. I just thought you were being too principled. I
knew what it would cost you to go against the Headmaster. Anyway, it was the right thing to
do, wasn’t it? And it is a romantic city. I’d love to show it to you sometime.”

“And I’d like to show you Heidelberg and Munich, and we could visit Moscow, Cairo, New York,
and Rome. Perhaps Agra, Peking, and Lima, too. I’ve always wanted to travel. We might go all
sorts of interesting places. If only this war ends well, we could have a wonderful life together,
you know, Hermione.”

“We will, Severus,” she said softly into his year. “Not ‘we could’; we will.”

He sighed. “I do hope you’re right. I’ve been thinking about you all the time. My whole idea of
keeping our marriage at Houndsnape and separate from here is a shambles. I think about you
all the time, now. Even more than I did last fall, though I wouldn’t have thought that was
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possible. I hardly need that insidious little potion timer you sent me to remind me of our time
together. How did you know it was my birthday?”

Hermione smiled smugly. “I’ve been researching Snape family history. I wanted to know
something about my new family. And your birthday is listed in several of the more recent
references. Does the timer really bother you?”

He smiled. “Well, it is distracting, but in a pleasant way. Thank you. But as I say, I think of
you constantly anyway. When I read about a theory, I want to discuss it with you. When a
student says something unintentionally funny in an essay, I want to tell you about it. When a
complicated potion turns out flawlessly, exactly as it’s supposed to, I wish you were there to
rejoice with me over it. If we ever have a chance to live together in peace, I’m going to be
around your ankles every moment like a lovesick puppy. You’ll hate it.”

She chuckled. “No, I won’t. I’ll be glad you’re there, because then you can help with nappies
and bottles and all that.”

“Good heavens — that makes it all sound very real, doesn’t it. Well, he will get past that stage
soon enough, and when he’s eight or nine, we can start teaching him potions. That will be
fun.”

“It will. And perhaps she will have one or two little sisters or brothers by then. I was an only
child, and I don’t want that for my children. And Septimius advised against it.”

“You discussed that with Septimius?”

“Yes, when you and Harry were playing Quidditch. He said the reason his three descendants
all signed on with fanatics was that it was the only way they could belong to a larger family.
He thought if you’d all had siblings it wouldn’t have happened. He actually mentioned that
several times — he clearly thought it was a mistake. And he wanted me to remember it.”

“Hmmm. Well, perhaps one other one, then. It complicates the finances, if there are many
more.”

“You sound just like Dumbledore — money is a horrible reason to have children or not to have
them. Speaking of which, I should probably go and tell him that I’m pregnant. He’ll wonder
what took me so long to let him know.”

“You mean, you’ve told me first?” He looked quite taken aback.

“Of course.” Hermione stared at him incredulously. “You’re the father; you deserve to know
first. And I shall tell him I told you. It’s not Dumbledore’s child, after all. He clearly doesn’t
care about it except for the Trust.” She blushed as she realized that this probably wasn’t quite
true. He thought the child was a Dumbledore as well as a Snape. “And Professor McGonagall
also thought you should be first,” she added firmly. “She very carefully didn’t ask me a thing—
she just set everything up and then left.”

“Minerva is an excellent person, and an incredibly powerful witch. I’m so glad she’s on our
side. Now, though, you’d better go see Dumbledore. Give me one more kiss to last me until I
can see you like this again.”

~*~

A quarter hour later, as the green flames of her husband’s departure faded, Hermione tossed
some powder into the fire. “Professor Dumbledore, may I come to see you?”

“Please come, Hermione.” The pleasant voice echoed in the room and Hermione took another
pinch of Floo powder. After a brief whirl past several Hogwarts fireplaces, she stepped out into
the Headmaster’s office.

“I presume you have good news for me, Miss Granger?” the Headmaster said with a jolly
smile. “Have you a bun in the oven, as the Muggles say?”

“Yes, sir. I’m quite definitely pregnant,” Hermione smiled back. He seemed to be ignoring their
angry words over the holidays, and Hermione was delighted. Given the choice, she would
rather not be at odds with the Headmaster.
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“Wonderful. Well done, indeed. And you’ve done the test more than once?” He twinkled at her
in a pleased way.

“Yes, sir. And Professor Snape did it twice as well. Neither of us quite believed it.”

His smile froze. “And just why was Professor Snape involved?”

Hermione ignored the fact that the Headmaster seemed rather unhappy about this and spoke
brightly. “Well, he’s the father. It’s traditional, isn’t it? Professor McGonagall offered to Floo
him first so I could tell him, and he came through to her rooms. He did the spell, too, since
Healer Doré taught it to us both, and we talked about it a little.”

She noticed that he was tapping his desk with a worried look on his face and reassured him.
“Don’t worry. Professor McGonagall was very careful about Flooing him herself, in case
someone was with him, and she banished the portraits while he was there, so no one saw
him.” She frowned a little as the Headmaster continued to look annoyed. “It only seemed right
to tell him first, sir.”

“Perhaps so. Well, it’s done now. I think it would have been better not to tell him, but...”

“Not tell him, sir? But it’s his child. Surely he has a right to know! He seemed really pleased to
hear about it.”

“Miss Granger, Professor Snape leads, as you are aware, a very dangerous and difficult life. He
does not have the leisure to be worried about the pregnancy of one of his students, a student
who has no real relationship with him — and who should have no such relationship. I do not
want you talking with him about it, bothering him with any little problems or complaining
about your little aches and pains as the pregnancy progresses. He has enough on his plate as
it is.”

“He is my friend, sir,” she said stubbornly. “I admire his courage and skill and we have
enjoyed working together. And surely it will be good for him to know he has an heir! A child
will give him something to live for — something to look forward to in the future, another
reason to defeat Voldemort. It will give him hope and help him to survive.”

The Headmaster looked at her sadly. “Professor Snape has never had much hope, Miss
Granger. He’s a spy. His chances of surviving this war are quite small. He knows that and is
reconciled to it. That is one reason it was so wrong of Septimius to encourage you to think of
him in a romantic way — it was not only inappropriate, but liable to lead to heartbreak for
you. Septimius wanted an heir and was in a position to enforce that desire. But it could be
dangerous for Professor Snape to worry about what might happen to his heir after he is killed.
It could distract him and endanger his mission or even his life. Since you have so rashly
informed him of your pregnancy,” he said, glaring at her, “he will know; but I will ask him to
control his curiosity. I said at Christmas that I don’t want the two of you having conversations.
This pregnancy is no excuse for ignoring my wishes.”

Quite small. Professor Snape’s chances of surviving the war were quite small. After he is
killed. Not if. After.

Hermione managed to hold herself together by a very narrow margin. Control. “Sir, I think
you are wrong. But in any case, I’ve told him, so there’s nothing more to be said. I suppose I
should go see Madam Pomfrey.”

“Did you give her the materials that you got from the clinic and also the articles that the
Healer says she directed you to about the process?”

“Yes, sir. I gave them all to her the day I returned to Hogwarts.”

“Very good.” He smiled, but his eyes remained cold. “I’d like you and Madam Pomfrey to meet
me here tomorrow evening after dinner, to confirm your pregnancy. Mr. Rookwood will also be
here on behalf of the Trust, and I suppose I shall also ask Severus, since you’ve let the cat out
of the bag so unwisely. Agamemnon will probably want to see him in any case.”

Control. “All right, sir. I’ll be here. Is there anything else?”
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“No, I don’t think so. Obviously, not a word to anyone else. I’ll ask Professor McGonagall to
tell your friends. And no more discussions with Professor Snape, as I’ve made clear.”

“I can talk with Professor McGonagall, though, can’t I?”

“Yes, of course. She’s your Professor. You can always talk with your Professors.”

Hermione clenched her teeth. “Except Professor Snape.” Control. “I’ll be here tomorrow
evening then.” Trying not to rush, she tossed some Floo powder in the fire and said,
“Professor McGonagall’s rooms,” stepped into the fire and whirled away.

When she arrived in the sitting room, she collapsed immediately into the chair where she’d
just been cuddling with Severus. It still had that smoky, exotic, slightly sour Severus-smell.
Hermione gave vent to the tears of fear and frustration that she’d suppressed in the
Headmaster’s office. When Professor McGonagall returned a few moments later, she rushed to
the chair.

“Hermione! What’s wrong, dear? Did Severus say something stupid?”

“N... n... no,” Hermione said, slowly standing and wiping her face with her sleeve. “The
Headmaster...”

“That bastard! I told him he wasn’t to have anything further to do with this! What has he done
now?”

“He said... he said that I shouldn’t have told Severus. That he’d worry about what will happen
to his heir after... after... after he’s killed. That it will distract him from his important work and
endanger him. And he forbids us to have... conversations. And he said... said that Severus...
that he had little hope and his chances of surviving the war were...” she began to whimper
softly, “...were quite small.” Hermione burst into tears again, sobbing on her Head of House’s
shoulder.

“Don’t be silly — of course he’ll survive the war. Albus has so little faith. Well, to do him
justice, he didn’t realize he was talking to Severus’s wife, but it was tactless nonetheless. He
knows very well you’re in love with the man.”

Hermione looked up at her Professor sharply, her tears halting with her surprise. “But I told
you. I don’t think I’m in love with him. I’m very fond of him. He makes me feel safe and
happy, and making love with him was wonderful, but I don’t think that’s love. I don’t feel all
giddy or tingly or obsessed, or at least, I only do when he touches me.”

“Don’t be silly, Hermione. I don’t know what else you would call it. You’re confusing an
adolescent crush with love. I don’t think it would be possible to have a crush on that man, or
at least not for more than a day or two. He’d destroy it ruthlessly. No, he doesn’t want some
adolescent mooning around about him. He wants love, and that’s more than feeling giddy or
dizzy or tingly. It’s the kind of solid, safe, happy feeling you’ve just described. But it really
doesn’t matter what you call it. It’s as plain as the nose on your face to all of us that you’d die
for the man, and Albus has no business saying something that depressing to you. He was
trying to shock you.”

Hermione thought for a moment. “I suppose I would die for him. He’s really important to the
war effort, Hogwarts, and the whole magical world. And I couldn’t bear living if something
happened to him. Does that mean I love him? I thought love would be some sort of special
feeling that would burst upon me suddenly and be immediately obvious.”

“Sometimes it is, and sometimes it isn’t.” Professor McGonagall looked at the portrait of her
late husband over the fireplace and he winked at her. “It’s different for every couple. If people
fall in love after a crush, that sometimes colors the way they love each other. But there are
advantages to attaching oneself in a more sedate manner.”

“Oh. I hadn’t really thought of that. I thought it was always the same.” She dried her eyes
with the handkerchief her Professor handed her. “But, do you think Severus is likely to die in
the war, Professor?”

Professor McGonagall was silent for a moment. “It is a possibility,” she admitted. “But I don’t
think it is certain by any means, and perhaps it’s not even likely. And I think the prospect of



The Lioness Prophecies

170

returning to you and your child after it’s all over will help keep him safe. Despair is often fatal,
particularly in battle, and if you can make him believe he deserves to survive, I think that
chances are he will.”

“But... but Professor Dumbledore says it will hurt him. That he’ll be worried about us and
make mistakes that could kill him.”

“I don’t think that’s very likely. It’s more probable that thinking about the two of you will keep
him focused and strong. You just keep assuring him that you’re expecting him back, and he’d
walk through fire not to disappoint you. You may not know quite whether you are in love with
him or not, but I’ve rarely seen a man as much in love as Severus is with you. No, you’ll be
good for him. Remus agrees with me.’

“But I’m not even supposed to talk to him!”

“Now, there I can help you.” Professor McGonagall went to her bookshelf and pulled off a book
on Advanced Insect Transfiguration. “This will look like an ordinary book to anyone else, and
no one will be able to read it but you, but it’s actually a pregnancy diary. You can write
anything you feel like in it. And it’s charmed so that its companion, which I promised Severus
for his birthday last week, will record what you have written, and you can read what he has
written in your own copy. So you will each be able to share some of the other's thoughts and
experiences, even though you can’t be together in public. Now, it isn’t a really thick book, and
you’ve got six months and maybe more to get through, but if you choose carefully, and put in
only the important things, it will last.”

“That’s brilliant, Professor! Thank you so much!”

“It’s not my work, actually. I got Professor Flitwick to do the charm. I told him it was for the
son of a friend and his pregnant wife, who’ve been forced by circumstances to live separately.
It’s not a lie; I did know Severus’ mother, poor dear. But it’s a very difficult charm, and each
page has to be charmed separately, so do try to make it last. And try to tell Severus things
that will encourage him — don’t complain about the pregnancy too much. Men hate that.”

“It’s wonderful of you to think of it. Thank you, Professor.”

“So what else did Albus say?”

“Not much. He just wants me to be there after dinner tomorrow evening, to demonstrate the
pregnancy to Mr. Rookwood. He’ll ask Madam Pomfrey to be there, to do the testing, I
presume, and also Severus, so that Mr. Rookwood can see him, since, as the Headmaster put
it, I’ve already so unwisely let the cat out of the bag.”

“What a cruel turn of phrase! But it’s quite ridiculous. There’s no way you could have kept
your pregnancy secret from Severus. He’d know simply by the fact that Dumbledore didn’t
send him off to Paris again. And fathers see right through concealing charms. That’s one way
to determine paternity. But Albus, of course, doesn’t know that. So he’s going to have you
declared pregnant before an audience? Poppy will love that. The public performance of
personal moments is one of her great abominations. But she’ll be angry with you anyway.”

“Madam Pomfrey? Angry?”

“Yes — you gave her those journal articles. She translated them and read through them, and
she was absolutely furious about the sacrifice of magic. She was going to go to the
Headmaster to complain about the use of such a magically costly procedure by a witch and
wizard who have no need to make such sacrifices. She’s furious with Dumbledore, but she’s
almost equally angry with you and with Severus, for, as she thinks, going through with the
travesty. I put her on to Madame Doré, who explained why it is so essential that Dumbledore
not know about the sacrifice, at least not until Elizabeth is pregnant. I’d like to take Poppy into
our confidence — but I didn’t want to do so without the consent of you and Severus and
Remus. But she’ll be treating you, and she needs to know how the child was actually
conceived. Madame Doré sent her a whole list of measurements that she needs to take for
their statistics, and if you aren’t to skew their results, I suspect we’ll need to take Madame
Doré into our confidence as well.”
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“Yes, and I’m worried about Harry. I asked him for the Marauder’s Map, because Remus said
that after the binding my name on it would be Hermione Snape. He gave it to me, but I’ve had
to promise I’d give it back if he really needs it. He was quite suspicious about what
information on the Marauder’s Map could be sensitive. I talked to him and Ginny and Ron and
told them that I might be introducing a ‘variation’ into the implantation process, but I didn’t
want to tell them since they’re going to be joining the Order. Harry agreed to accept it and not
to know, once he knew that you were behind it as well, he said something that implied that
the worst thing he could think of would be if I were eloping with Severus. So I think that he
really knows, but since he doesn’t really want to know, he’s not admitting it to himself.”

“That sounds likely enough. You say they’re joining the Order? You aren’t?”

“No. I got an invitation from Dumbledore this morning. But I’ll writing him this evening and
send my regrets. I don’t think I trust Dumbledore’s judgment enough at this point to join. I
just can’t imagine swearing to do everything he says. I’m already ignoring some fairly explicit
orders. And there was that business with Ginny last year, too. I just don’t think that’s the way
I’ll serve best. I’ll continue to work for the Order, of course, as far as the pregnancy allows.
But this will leave me free to argue against what he’s asking me to do. I know that means I
won’t hear all the secrets, but I think that’s a fair trade — particularly because I suspect that
as long as we’re students, the quantity of Order secrets Dumbledore will be willing to share
with us is pretty minimal anyway.”

Minerva McGonagall smiled at her wryly. “I suspect you’re right. And Albus hasn’t done much
to deserve your trust these past few weeks. He is not going to be happy with you, though.”

Hermione shook her head in frustration. “He hasn’t been happy with me for almost a year
anyway. And yet, I really don’t know what I’ve done to forfeit his trust and respect. We saved
Ginny, and he’s said that I acted properly to defy him there. He said it at the time and then
again just a week ago. And he liked the interviews with Miss Skeeter. He said I was brave to
do them. And my netting spell saved lots of lives at the battle of Hogsmeade, and he was
quite pleased with that, too, at least for a while. And Harry and I have been really helpful to
Professor Snape, last summer and over the Christmas holidays, brewing potions and helping
him when he comes back from meetings with Voldemort. It’s true that I’ve spoken up and
asked questions when I didn’t agree with what he was doing, but surely Dumbledore would do
the same himself, if he were in my shoes.”

“That may be the problem, Miss Granger. He thinks you’re a foot soldier, and you’re
comparing yourself to him. Perhaps he feels you are trying to talk to him as if he were an
equal. He’s a very old man, you know.”

She thought for a moment. “Yes, that may be it. And Professor Snape says it’s because he
expected gratitude when he came up with the I.V.F. I’d heard about the procedure, you see. I
didn’t let him explain how brilliant he was, and I immediately started seeing problems with it.
But it’s unfair, when I’m only trying to make sure that the right thing is done. Surely he wants
me to use my imagination and my initiative — if I hadn’t, what would have happened to
Ginny? How many of us would have been killed at Hogsmeade? And how long would he have
had to wait and how much of Severus’s magical power would have been sacrificed before we
secured the Snape Trust?”

Professor McGonagall smiled. “You do have a lot to be proud of, my dear. Now, you’ve had a
stressful morning. Why don’t you take the rest of it off? Do some reading. Get used to the idea
of being pregnant. I can loan you some of my books on pregnancy if you’d like — they’re forty
years old, but it’s still pretty much the same experience. And I’ll send Professor Vector a note.
After all, you do have to do some transfiguration research — you realize, don’t you, that we
won’t be able to continue your Animagus project until you’ve had your child? So you’ll need a
new project.”

Hermione looked up in alarm. “Oh no! And I was so close to being able to hold my Animagus
form for the six hours! I hadn’t thought of that. Of course.” Her voice grew soft. “It’s a small
sacrifice to make, I suppose, in the long run.”

“That’s right. In the long run, we’ll have you transforming even more smoothly and
consistently than you were before Christmas. But in the meantime, you’ll have to come up
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with something else for an honors project. It’s just as well, really. When students turn into
cats and birds, there’s no real problem. But having you wandering around as a lioness might
be a bit... conspicuous. Have you any idea what you might want to do instead?”

“Actually,” Hermione said, grinning evilly, “I was rather inspired by something I heard that you
mentioned to Dumbledore, Professor. I thought I might look into the possibility of working out
a way to transform a man into an eight-months-pregnant woman.”

Professor McGonagall snorted. “Eight and a half, I believe I said. No, I’d stay away from that if
I were you. Wizards tend to get pretty worked up about that sort of spell. You wouldn’t want
to end up creating anything that anyone could consider Dark. No, I’d opt for something
altogether different. I’ll give it some thought.”

~*~

I love you, Hermione. I wanted these to be the first words in Minerva’s book. I am very happy
and very grateful to you for giving me this child. Are you feeling any discomfort yet from the
pregnancy? Let me know, and I shall formulate an appropriate potion for you.

~*~

Thank you, Severus. I will try to be a good wife to you and a good mother to our child. I am
feeling quite well at the moment—just a bit nervous about this meeting with Dumbledore
tomorrow evening to confirm the pregnancy. But how bad can it be?

~o0o~
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Chapter 18 – Dumbledore's Anger
~o0o~

Summary: Hermione tangles with the Headmaster again, but this time she makes some headway in
understanding his hostility.

~*~

Hermione entered Dumbledore’s office the next evening with the usual feeling of trepidation.
She remembered, with a sad smile, the days when she had felt pleasure and excitement riding
the moving stairs to the top, in joyful anticipation of the praise or knowledge in store for her
there. What had happened that the Headmaster no longer seemed to like her? Tonight she
had been so nervous about the meeting that she hadn’t been able to eat any dinner. She
wondered vaguely if the slightly sick feeling could be an effect of the pregnancy already, but
probably she was just nervous.

The others had arrived before her and were all seated. They all stared at her resentfully.
Madam Pomfrey was clearly still angry that Hermione had apparently allowed her magic to be
sacrificed unnecessarily. Dumbledore was probably angry about her refusal to join the Order,
unless he was still ticked off about the fact that she’d told Snape about his heir. Mr. Rookwood
was pretending to be displeased with the fact that she had not insisted upon being the child’s
mother as Septimius had wanted. And Professor Snape was staring at her coldly, of course,
because that was what he did best. Hermione told herself firmly that she had two out of the
four on her side, really; and Madam Pomfrey would be, too, once she was told that the
conception was natural. Dumbledore’s anger she could deal with. Hadn’t she before?

Hermione was not invited to sit. She stood, next to the Headmaster’s desk and facing the
three observers, while the test was performed upon her four times, each time with the same
unambiguous result. First, Hermione did the test she’d learned in Paris. Positive. Then
Professor Snape performed the same charm. Positive. With a secret grimace of apology, Mr.
Rookwood cast the standard charm used for legal purposes, on behalf of the Snape Trust.
Positive. And finally, grumbling audibly about invasion of privacy, Madam Pomfrey cast an
immensely complicated diagnostic charm that not only confirmed the pregnancy but indicated
that it was firmly established and highly likely to continue to a successful conclusion. The
Healer took extensive notes on the bands of colored light that emanated from Hermione’s
abdomen and then gave Hermione an odd, searching look. But she said nothing beyond asking
her to stop by the infirmary the following day for a full baseline physical exam. She seemed
somewhat mollified and her smile after the test was quite kind and supportive.

The Headmaster nodded with satisfaction. “We’ve established that Miss Granger is pregnant,
and since Agamemnon witnessed the I.V.F. implantation, we can assume that the father is
Severus. But nonetheless...” he smiled smugly, “Since Miss Granger mentioned at the reading
of Septimius Snape’s will that she was a virgin, it is possible for us to confirm Severus’s
paternity beyond any doubt. Poppy, could you verify Miss Granger’s continued virginity for
us?”

“I could,” Madam Pomfrey said, slowly, “but I won’t. That is a terribly invasive spell to perform
before an audience, and this whole procedure has been invasive enough already. Let the girl
sit down, at least, Albus. She is not a laboratory specimen, and she’s pregnant. Without far
better cause than casual doubts, I really don’t see why Miss Granger’s sexual experience or
lack of it should be anyone’s...”

“This is important, Poppy. I insist that you cast the spell. That way, Agamemnon will know
with certainty...”

“Miss Granger’s word is good enough for me,” Mr. Rookwood began quickly. “If she is willing
to affirm that the father can be no one other than Severus, I have no reason...”

“Unfortunately, sir,” said Hermione, interrupting him to address the Headmaster, “we can’t
confirm Professor Snape’s paternity in that way. I’m sorry, but I hadn’t realized that my
continued virginity would be required for confirmation. I’m not a virgin anymore, because I
asked...”
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“You ‘hadn’t realized’?” the Headmaster interrupted incredulously. He stood and his eyes
narrowed as he looked at Hermione. “Miss Granger,” he said angrily. “How could you have
shown such stupidity? Such a lack of self-control? You know how crucial this project is to the
war! Your pregnancy may be due to your young paramour — you’ve been taking fertility
potions, for Merlin’s sake! We won’t be able to determine Professor Snape’s paternity for
almost two months! If the baby is not his, the pregnancy will have to be terminated, and we
shall have to go through all this again. And a child like you has no business engaging in sexual
relations anyway.” He shook his head in disgust. “We can’t have a Head Girl who might be
pregnant with another student’s child! You are relieved of your position as of this moment,
Miss Granger. You are very lucky indeed that circumstances prevent me from expelling you. I
would never have thought you to be such a self-indulgent little slut!”

There were several gasps at the final word of the tirade. Hermione stood before them all with
her hands clenched, speechless with rage. She had been angry enough at the multiple
pregnancy tests and the suggestion that she submit to an investigation of her virginity before
witnesses, but the vicious insult left her unable to do more than glare. A sprinkling of golden
sparks shot out of the tip of her wand and set fire to several of the papers on the
Headmaster’s desk, unnoticed by their furious owner.

Professor Snape stood and flicked his own wand impatiently at the papers to put out the fire.
He appeared quite cool, but even in her anger, Hermione noticed that there were white spots
at the corners of his mouth that showed his self control, and a few green sparks leaked out of
his own wand as his hand returned to his side. “Headmaster,” he said, in a very soft voice.
“You are doing Miss Granger a very grave injustice, indeed. Your use of that word would be
unjustifiable and unwarranted even if she had engaged in relations with another student. As it
is, however, Healer Doré removed her virginal membrane surgically, at her own request. Since
this task we have forced upon her will destroy her virginity in any case, she asked that her
blood be collected efficiently for use in healing potions for the war against the Dark Lord. She
was willing to sacrifice to our cause something of tremendous importance to a young woman,
and I honor her for it. I used some of her blood to brew that batch of healing potion I gave
you last weekend — I believe you said it has already saved several lives. A house-elf will bring
you the original vial, which is labeled in Healer Doré’s handwriting, when I return to my
office.”

Dumbledore looked completely nonplussed. “That’s hardly necessary, Severus; if you say so, I
have no doubt...”

Snape’s lip curled slightly, but his voice was still soft. “You insult Miss Granger, sir, to trust a
Death Eater when you so obviously do not trust her. I have, after all, given you good reason
to doubt my word; she has not. I shall send the vial; and I demand that you contact Healer
Doré and confirm my account. I am greatly indebted to Miss Granger for agreeing to bear my
heir, and I owe it to her to ensure that you never cast such a ridiculous aspersion again.” He
looked at Hermione with a glint of his true feelings in his eyes, but his voice remained tightly
controlled. “I trust her honor implicitly. Were it not for the requirements of the Trust, I would
forbid the casting of a paternity spell upon my child. It is an insult even to suggest that
another father is possible.”

Dumbledore glared at the Potions Master. “I suppose I should have expected that you would
jump to her defense,” he said angrily.

Professor Snape shook his head in exasperation. “What has got into you, Albus? You’ve been
consistently cruel and unfair to this young woman, simply for expressing quite reasonable
doubts and asking questions that needed to be asked. Miss Granger is doing me and the Order
a tremendous favor — a far greater favor than any of us has any right to ask. Of course I’ll
defend her. Minerva is going to be absolutely furious with you, you know.”

“Severus, my assumption may have been unjustified, but you must admit that Miss Granger
described her loss of virginity in such a way as to make it quite easy for me to jump to the
wrong conclusion. It was her misleading use of language that compelled me to say what I did.
I do not believe my conclusion was unwarranted, given the way she phrased her statement.”
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Professor Snape stared at his mentor incredulously for a moment, and then he turned and
swept out of the room without another word, slamming the door behind him. They could hear
him pounding down the stairs.

Madam Pomfrey stared at the Headmaster as if he had grown a second head. “Albus, how dare
you criticize a young woman for the way she speaks when you’ve forced her to discuss her
virginity in a room full of her Professors! But she was perfectly articulate — you interrupted
her. Severus is right, you’re being callous and unfair, and Minerva will want to hex off your
dangly bits when she hears about this. And I shall take Miss Granger to her office right now. I
will not allow this exemplary young woman to suffer further abuse from someone she ought to
be able to respect. No student should be subjected to such hostility from you, Albus, but Miss
Granger, of all people...”

“No, Poppy. I need to talk to Miss Granger about another matter. I’ll be glad to see you and
Minerva later, if you desire it. There are aspects of this that neither of you are aware of.”

Madam Pomfrey looked at him and shook her head, then stood and hugged Hermione briefly.
“Come to Professor McGonagall’s rooms when you’re through here, dear. We’ll be waiting for
you with some dinner. I’m sure you didn’t eat anything earlier, and we can’t have that.” She
gave Hermione a meaningful smile and nodded politely to Mr. Rookwood; then she left the
room, ignoring the Headmaster entirely.

Mr. Rookwood, however, did not follow her immediately. He looked from Dumbledore to
Hermione, as if wondering whether it was safe to leave them alone. Finally he stood up and
took both of Hermione’s hands in his own, turning his back on the Headmaster. He cleared his
throat nervously. “Miss Granger, before I go, I must congratulate you upon your pregnancy. I
was unable to talk to you after the... procedure at Houndsnape Hall, but I wanted to tell you
how very much I admire your decision to bear an heir for the Snape family and how grateful I
am to you. I’m sure you know how I feel about the way the heir was conceived,” he said
sternly, though he winked at Hermione, “but I understand that the child will inherit some of
your magic, and perhaps Septimius’ hopes will be satisfied by that. I will be back every two
months, on behalf of the Trust, to ensure that you are still pregnant. I wish you the best of
health, for your own sake as well as the Order’s, and I look forward to seeing you every few
months.”

“Thank you, sir,” she replied. “And I hope you are right about Septimius being satisfied. I’m
honored to be the bearer of his heir and Professor Snape’s, and I admit that when I first
learned about my contribution to the conception it did make me feel a little better about the
method. I realized that it would be in that small way, my child as well.”

Mr. Rookwood took her hand and kissed it. Then he turned, nodded quite coldly at
Dumbledore, and left. Hermione had been standing since she’d entered the room. She stood
looking pointedly at the Headmaster for a long time, waiting for him to ask her to sit, but he
remained seated at his desk, obviously lost in thought. Finally, she moved to the armchair
vacated by Professor Snape and sat down without an invitation.

“And am I to be reinstated as Head Girl, sir?” she said, finally, not quite able to keep the
sarcasm out of her voice.

Dumbledore sighed. “Yes, yes, of course, Miss Granger,” he said brusquely, not looking at her.
“Don’t be silly. Now, I’d like to discuss the note I received from you this morning about my
recent invitation to you to join the Order of the Phoenix. You’ve declined it. I’d like to ask you
to reconsider.”

“Why, sir?” She was taken aback by his change of subject.

“Because you are working for the Order. You need to be a full member and know the things
that Order members know. And I’m sure it will be difficult for Harry and Ronald and Ginevra to
keep secrets from you.”

Hermione laughed. “Somehow, I can’t imagine you’ll really tell them all that much, sir. But in
any case, I’ve told them that I will not be joining the Order and they understand my decision.
They know I won’t resent it if they keep Order secrets from me. I expect them to; and I will
not make it difficult for them. I won’t try to find out about them.”
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“You say, ‘they understand’ your decision, Miss Granger. I do not. You have been pressing to
know what the Order is doing for years now, pressing me to be allowed to join. And now that I
have issued the long-awaited invitation, you decline. Why?”

Hermione took a moment to organize her thoughts. It was essential to speak carefully. “Sir, to
be a member of the Order, I should feel able to trust your judgment and comply with your
orders without question. But I can’t. Had you let me finish my sentence, just now, I would
have quickly explained myself; but you interrupted me and jumped to a very peculiar
conclusion. You’ve known me for the past six years, you’ve praised me for my work and my
courage, and you selected me to be Head Girl of Hogwarts School. Yet, you immediately
concluded that I would be stupid, selfish, and disloyal enough to endanger a crucial task, one
that is essential to the survival of the Order, merely for a moment’s sexual gratification — the
first I had ever indulged in. You could only reach such a completely illogical conclusion if you
wanted to think badly of me, sir. It appears to me that you dislike me for some reason, and
you’re trying to justify your dislike to yourself. And if that dislike can cloud your judgment to
the extent that you can call me a slut, against all the evidence that you have to the contrary, I
feel it would be unwise to bind myself to follow your orders.”

“So you will abandon our cause out of personal pique, Miss Granger?” His voice was bitter. “A
careless word or two has offended you to the extent that you’ll abandon our world to Lord
Voldemort?”

“Of course not,” she said softly. “I’ve proven my willingness to work against Voldemort and for
the Order from outside it for several years. Whenever I question one of your pronouncements,
you accuse me of abandoning our cause and helping to bring about Voldemort’s victory. But I
refuse to be intimidated by that any more. And frankly, such disingenuous attacks confirm my
assumption that I can’t trust you. You know quite well that I can still be useful to you and to
our cause. I will do what I can on my own, and I will try to do anything that’s asked of me by
an Order member, just as I’ve been doing all along. But I prefer to remain outside it.”

“I cannot allow that, Miss Granger. You must join the Order.”

“If you’ll excuse me for saying so, sir,” Hermione said with a slight smile, “insisting on that is
going to make you look really hypocritical. You’ve been telling us for years now that we can’t
join the Order while we’re still in school, because our decision would be influenced by your
authority over us. Yet, now you’ve given me the option, and in spite of that authority I’ve
declined. If you force me to join, it will be clear to everyone that your insistence on waiting
until we could make a free decision was just a delaying tactic. Harry and Ron will be furious
when they find out that your reason for refusing to let them join for all these years was a
barefaced lie.”

The Headmaster stiffened. “I never lie, Miss Granger.”

“No?” She gave him some time to think and was pleased to note that his face clouded a bit.
When he said nothing further, she grew impatient. “In any case, you can hardly force me to
join if I refuse, can you? Oaths must be taken freely, and I refuse to take that one. Is there
anything else, Headmaster? I didn’t eat any dinner, and Madam Pomfrey is right. I should take
care of myself. I have the baby to consider now, especially since no one else seems to be
doing so.”

“Miss Granger... Hermione.” He sighed. “Please reconsider your decision. Obviously, as I
explained at Houndsnape Hall, I cannot explain all the reasons I make the decisions I do. It is
vital that information be carefully controlled. But if there is anything I can answer for you, that
might help change your mind, I will give you as much information as I can.”

Ah, here was the opportunity she’d been waiting for. “I think there is, sir. Could you explain to
me please why you suddenly began to dislike me so much?”

He looked at her and gave a huff of impatience. “I don’t dislike you, Hermione. I have been
very annoyed by your reluctance to do what I firmly believe is necessary. And I’ve been
irritated by your constant questioning of my judgment, when you know I have more
information and experience than you have. But I don’t dislike you. Why should I?”
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“That is my question. You say you never lie sir, but you are not being fully honest, perhaps
not even with yourself. Something is certainly wrong between us. Ordinarily, you’d have
thanked me for what I’m doing. It’s a huge sacrifice you’ve asked me to make, carrying a child
for nine months and dealing with a pregnancy while I’m still in school. I’m glad to do it, for the
Order and for Septimius and for Professor Snape, but it is a lot to ask. Yet you’ve never
thanked me, not even after I pointed out explicitly that you hadn’t. And when my pregnancy
was confirmed, rather than thanking me or congratulating me, you demanded that I submit to
humiliating and invasive procedures in front of my Professors. Mr. Rookwood wasn’t pressing
for it. It’s you that insisted on putting me in a humbling position, like a naughty child. You also
haven’t thanked me for supplying a rare and valuable potion ingredient. You are a great
leader, sir; you know how useful thanks and praise are; I know how you normally speak to
those who make contributions to our cause, because I’ve heard you do it. You are treating me
differently, cruelly, and I don’t understand why.”

He looked at her seriously for a moment. “I suppose you’re right,” he said slowly. “I was
extremely angry about the way that Septimius set up the entire situation. I do not like to be
manipulated. I don’t really want you to have a child, both for your own sake and because of
the harm your pregnancy could cause Hogwarts’ reputation. So I suppose on some level I
have resisted expressing a gratitude I do not truly feel. I am sorry — you ought to have all our
thanks. I offer you mine.”

She shook her head impatiently. “You’re welcome, sir. But it isn’t just Septimius; it’s me. You
would normally assume the best of a student. But at Houndsnape Hall you classed me with
whores and you’ve just now called me a slut outright. Sexual insults sound odd coming from
you in any case, sir; and, in fact, you know very well that I have been unusually chaste. And
yet your apology for the first slur was much more of a self-justification than a real apology,
and you haven’t even attempted to apologize to me for the second. You claimed that I asked
for your scorn because of the way I phrased my explanation... even though you didn’t let me
finish. You’re fairer than that, sir. Given your distaste for lying, I can only conclude that you
really do think I’m a whore and a slut.” She put a bitter emphasis on the ugly words.

Again the Headmaster looked at her thoughtfully, and she could see that he was at last
considering the questions she’d raised. “No, that’s not true,” he said at last. “I truly don’t think
of you in that way, and I do apologize for the offensive word and the insulting implication. I
have been mortified on each of the occasions you mention by how intemperate my reaction
has been, and that has probably caused my apologies to be inadequate. I am truly sorry. You
are correct — you’ve done nothing to deserve such ugly slurs, and it was inexcusable of me to
voice them, or even to have thought them.”

“But why has your reaction been so intemperate, Headmaster? Why should you even think
such things about me?”

He shook his head. “I don’t honestly know.” He paused, clearly recognizing that her question
was legitimate, and Hermione relaxed a little. They were getting somewhere. “I wonder,” he
continued. “I have been very much bothered by your growing friendship with Professor Snape.
As I told you, I find it worrisome, both because it suggests an inappropriate student-teacher
relationship and because of the potential damage to the school’s reputation and Professor
Snape’s work against Voldemort. And I think it unwise for you to become close to him, given
the dangers he faces and because your positive feelings about him may be a result of the
power he holds over you. I suppose the... er... sexual nature of my insults may have been a
reaction to my preoccupation with the inappropriateness of this relationship. I hadn’t
considered that. It’s possible. And if so it was unfair, so again I apologize.”

Hermione nodded. “Perhaps that’s it. But I’m still a bit puzzled by why you are so negative
about a potential relationship. Professor McGonagall says there’s nothing on the books to
forbid even a purely sexual relationship between student and teacher, not if the student is of
age as I am. Given my age and closeness to graduation, as well as the precautions you’re
taking about my course work, the scandal from a proper marriage would have been be
minimal. And while I realize there would be special dangers for Professor Snape, a marriage
might have been kept secret until after Voldemort’s fall.”
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“It would have been very difficult; and although the written rules of the school may not forbid
such a relationship, the school governors would take as dim a view of it as I would. And
pregnancy would be seen as a visible sign of such a relationship, however chastely it was
contracted in actuality. It would be seen as exposing the other children to immorality;
pregnant girls have normally been expelled. They take the reputation of the school very
seriously.”

Hermione noticed that he spoke of contracting pregnancy, as if it were a disease, but she
decided to let it pass. This was more important. She sighed. “Sir, it seems to me that there’s
more to it than even that. You don’t even want Professor Snape and me to be friends. I
thought it might be because I was so rude to you last year about Ginny, but at the time you
were very kind about my temper, and I didn’t really begin to sense any... hostility until late
February. But you were quite unfriendly after that, and as far as I know I’d done nothing at all
to justify a change in your attitude.” She looked up and noticed that he looked startled and
even a little guilty. Something had happened, then. He knew what this was all about. She
pressed her advantage. “Can you honestly tell me that there was no reason for the change in
your attitude towards me, besides the reasons we’ve discussed?”

He was silent for a long time, and she knew she had asked the right question. Finally he came
to a decision. “No, Miss Granger. I cannot tell you that.” He paused again and then sighed.
“You see, there was a prophecy.”

Her blood ran cold. He’d lied to Professor McGonagall, then. Or perhaps she had just phrased
her question in such a way that he felt he hadn’t needed to tell the truth. There was a
particular reason Dumbledore had been so insistent about the I.V.F. She had acted in a way
that might violate a prophecy that Dumbledore wanted fulfilled.

Hermione thought quickly. “I see. A prophecy with a desirable outcome I assume?”

“’The Dark Lord... shall be brought to his knees,’” the Headmaster quoted. “A very desirable
outcome indeed, I would say.”

Hermione gulped. “Yes, I see. And... and the prophecy indicated Professor Snape explicitly?”

Dumbledore nodded. “Explicitly enough.”

“And perhaps also his child?” Dumbledore looked up at her sharply, but nodded again. She
sighed. “And it didn’t mention me.” There was no question in her tone.

His eyes were sad. “I’m sorry, Miss Granger, but it did not. It alludes to the mother of the
child, but you do not fit the description. There is no possible way that you could be the witch
described by the prophecy. I am sorry. I know you are fond of Professor Snape, and he of you.
But I don’t think it’s in the cards — or it shouldn’t be, and perhaps my worry about that was
the source of my annoyance with you.”

“I see,” she said again, trying to keep her voice from shaking. “I don’t suppose you will allow
me to hear the prophecy? Even though I’m not mentioned, I seem to be playing a role in the
production of the Professor’s child. Perhaps I could offer some insight into its interpretation?
Unless it’s completely straightforward, of course.”

“Parts of it are quite clear, but it is not at all straightforward.” The Headmaster saw his
chance. “But I could not possibly share the prophecy itself with someone who was not a
member of the Order.”

She sighed. How could she ever have thought this man anything but a Slytherin? “So, sir,
you’re saying you will tell me the prophecy — the whole prophecy — if I agree to join the
Order? That might make me reconsider, if the prophecy explains why you’ve been so hateful
to me, and why you’ve manipulated events as you have. I would have to know that you could
abandon that attitude and that I can trust you. And that I can trust you to trust me. Under
those circumstances, I might change my mind.”

“Let me consider this, Hermione — you’ve given me a lot to think about. One thing I must ask
of you, however. You must not mention the existence of this prophecy to anyone. Most
particularly, I do not want Professor Snape to learn of it. He is the one most closely
concerned, and it will disturb him. He is very aware of the burden the first prophecy has
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placed upon Harry. I do not want him worried in the same way. I ask you to give me your
word that you will not speak of this to Professor Snape or to anyone.”

“I would like to be able to talk to Professor McGonagall about it, sir — about the choice you
may give me.”

“No. No one at all. Not even Harry and Ron. Please.”

She sighed. “All right. I shall say that you have told me something — a circumstance — in
confidence that has made me reconsider, just to explain, but I will not reveal the existence of
a prophecy. I promise. Shall I take a wand oath, sir?”

He smiled sadly. “I think I will trust your word, Hermione. As a token of my faith in your
honesty and an apology for having mistrusted you before. I shall try to control myself better in
the future. Let us both think about this and perhaps meet again in a week’s time. Next
Wednesday evening after dinner.” He made a note on a parchment on his desk. “That will give
us time to work out what is best.

They both rose and he put his hands on her shoulders. “I’m glad we’ve had this talk. I’m sorry
to have caused you pain; and I am grateful to you for undertaking this task that Septimius has
made necessary, distasteful as I find the entire affair. We can only hope that things will work
out as they are meant to. I shall try to direct my anger and hostility more properly in the
future. Can you find it in your heart to forgive the things I’ve said?”

“Of course, Professor. I know you. I know you want the best for us; I’ve always known that.
It’s just been difficult dealing with your hostility when I haven’t known why. It’s simply a
question of information. It always seems to come down to that, doesn’t it? Thank you for
telling me about the prophecy. I will think again about joining the Order.”

She rested her own hands lightly over his for a moment, thinking irresistibly of her binding
with Severus. Then she stood, wished him good night, and descended the stairs.

~*~

After the Head Girl had gone, Albus Dumbledore sat back in his chair with satisfaction. It was
good to have all that resolved. He hadn’t realized quite the depth of the hostility he had felt
towards the girl — and he had been heartily ashamed of his own overreactions. He had clearly
been much more worried than he had thought that she might do something to prevent the
conception and birth of this essential child. What had got into him? He blushed at the thought
of the words he had used to her, and felt a wave of gratitude towards her for her willingness
to forgive him for such stupid remarks. It showed tremendous strength of mind that she was
able to talk with him so calmly after he’d said such a thing to her. She was a good child really,
and Minerva was right. He’d treated her abominably. But he’d been so frustrated by her
constant questioning of his choices and by her reluctance to admit that he might have a better
idea of what was necessary than she could. And, though it pained him to confess it to himself,
he had been chagrinned by her lack of gratitude for his suggestion of the I.V.F. He had
thought she’d be pleased with the escape he offered her.

It might have been wiser to tell her about the prophecy from the start. Then he wouldn’t have
had to push her so hard to cooperate with his plans. Perhaps he should tell her the whole
thing. He could explain the genealogy and show her that Elizabeth was the only possibility.
And Severus liked her; perhaps she could even help him encourage a romance between them,
once she understood how important it was. Though he’d have to make certain that she knew
that bindings were unbreakable, once the couple’s child was born. (Surely a child born to a
surrogate would make the binding permanent; the new life of their blended essences was the
main thing.) Yes, if Hermione knew the prophecy, she would realize that she had no hope at
all. There was no possibility that the Lioness could be a Muggle-born. And she clearly was very
fond of Severus — he’d seen that this morning when he’d mentioned the man’s small hope of
survival. He ought to have been kinder. It was really a sad thing that her affection for Severus
and her resistance to his own plans happened to be in the way of winning the war.

But in spite of her resistance, Albus had achieved his first goal. He had arranged the
conception of a child of Severus Snape and Elizabeth Dumbledore, two descendants of the
illustrious Snape line. Elizabeth’s procedure had not resulted in a pregnancy, her father’s note
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this morning had indicated, so her marriage to that regrettable Quidditch player was still
temporary. Their binding would expire if she were not pregnant by the end of the Easter
Vacation, and as head of the family he could forbid her to renew it. This he took as another
sign in favor of his interpretation of the prophecy. If she had become pregnant, he might have
had reason to doubt. But she wasn’t, so that now it would simply be a matter of getting her to
fall in love with Severus Snape. Their child wouldn’t be born until September, but since neither
of them was pregnant, there was nothing to prevent a lovely romance, perhaps over the
summer.

Yes, he thought, as soon as the binding dissolved, he’d get Elizabeth back to England. Perhaps
this time he’d let Minerva handle her. She’d been scornful of his methods the previous spring
— she’d called his hints blatant and crude. This from a Gryffindor! But perhaps she really could
do this better than he could. Women were clever about such things, and bindings had
traditionally been their responsibility. He’d have to hope she could pull it off, perhaps with Miss
Granger’s assistance. According to the third prophecy, this binding would be vital to the fall of
Voldemort, so it would behoove them all to do everything in their power to achieve it.

He wondered about the reference to the “three” again. He’d assumed it meant Severus and
Elizabeth and their unborn child. But could the third actually be Hermione Granger, rather than
the child she carried? He thought he’d managed rather cleverly, combining the Order’s need
for the Snape heir to be born to Hermione with the prophecy’s call for a child of Severus and
Elizabeth. He’d been proud of coming up with the I.V.F. solution to the ridiculous problem
Septimius had set them, and Hermione’s questioning of his judgment had taken all the
triumph out of it. But his solution did involve Hermione more than he had originally
anticipated. He paused for a moment. Rookwood had said something peculiar about her
contributing some of her magic to the child — that Septimius might be satisfied with that. He’d
have to find out what that meant. There was some sort of magical transfer at the
implantation, he remembered vaguely. He hoped it wouldn’t alter the fact that the child would
inherit the Snape magical heritage from both sides. But that was the way prophecies worked
— usually you didn’t see what was meant until they had played out a bit. Ah, well, the three
and the other parts of the prophecy would undoubtedly become clear in time.

The Headmaster poured himself a celebratory glass of brandy. He’d earned it. He’d taken care
of one of the prophecy’s requirements. The unborn child of the Greyhound and the Lioness had
been conceived.

~*~

Hermione walked towards Professor McGonagall’s rooms deep in thought. There had been a
prophecy. It dealt with a couple and their child. The father was clearly Professor Snape and
equally clearly Dumbledore thought the mother could not possibly be her, but could be his
niece Elizabeth. Maybe because Elizabeth was a pure-blood witch? That was one of the few
differences between them that Hermione could see. If he was correct, her binding with
Severus would destroy a way of winning the war. Perhaps he was wrong? He had said that
there were parts that were ambiguous. And the cascade of sparks at her binding with Severus
seemed to indicate that their marriage was a positive thing and not a mistake. She would have
to be confident that she’d done the right thing until she heard the prophecy itself. It was a
difficulty that she couldn’t talk to Severus about it at all. Or Professor McGonagall. Still, she
could do this. She couldn’t betray Professor Dumbledore’s trust again.

When she reached Professor McGonagall’s rooms, she was greeted by not only the two witches
but by her husband.

“Professors,” she said cautiously, as her Head of House closed the door behind her.

Professor Snape stood and took her into his arms. “Don’t worry — Poppy knows,” he
murmured into her ear.

“Severus!” She hugged him tightly. “Thank you so much. I really might have hexed him, if you
hadn’t defended me so eloquently.”

“Well, you did set some of his papers on fire, but he was so angry I don’t think he noticed,”
Severus said with a smile. “You controlled yourself well.”
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“As did you,” she said with an impish smile.

“Did he continue to treat you so rudely after we left?” Madam Pomfrey said. “I must say, I was
a bit hesitant to leave you alone with him.”

“Only a little bit, at first. But I think it’s all right, now. He apologized very thoroughly, and
we’re working out why he’s been so hostile to me.”

“I’m glad he was able to satisfy you,” said Professor McGonagall. “Otherwise, we would all
have hexed him. I may anyway. Agamemnon stopped by as well, and he was furious. He
asked me to owl him later this evening to reassure him that you escaped uninjured. I couldn’t
believe it when they came in here and said he’d called you a slut to your face. And then said it
was your own fault. Honestly—that man should be forbidden to talk to you under any
circumstances.”

From the tight circle of her husband’s arms, Hermione looked out at the two witches. “Thank
you; and thank you, too, Madam Pomfrey for your support. I’m glad they told you.”

The Mediwitch sniffed. “They didn’t say a thing. I worked it out myself on the medical
evidence. I’ll explain it later, my dear. Now, what did the foolish man say after I’d left?”

She recounted the conversation, omitting only the “confidential information” that he’d told her
to explain why he was so angry with her, saying only that they’d gone some way towards
resolving it.

“I’m a bit worried about our binding — I hope we haven’t messed things up, but he couldn’t
explain his full reasons for refusing to allow a marriage — only part — and he made me
promise not to say what they were. He may have misunderstood some of the circumstances.
He’s said he might give me the full story if I join the Order. It’s a kind of bribe, I think, but it
might be worth it.”

“You should do what you think is best about the Order, Hermione,” Severus said, pulling her
down onto the sofa with him. “I don’t think our binding can have been wrong — those purple
sparks were a very strong sign that it was the right thing to do. You should not worry about
that. The Headmaster has no right to be angry with you. You’ve acted very wisely throughout
this, consulting with senior Order members, considering all the possibilities. He seems to be
the one who’s been unreasonable and stubborn. He’s clearly consulted with none of us about
this.”

“That’s one reason I thought it might be worth it,” she said. “From what he said, there are a
number of facts about this whole project — the Trust, my pregnancy, his fear of scandal —
that he’s keeping to himself, and he may be making some rather important decisions based on
them. He clearly wants me in the Order, where he can control me, and if I make him tell me
what is going on, I might be able to give him a different perspective on things. At the very
least, he’ll have someone he can talk these things over with, since I’m obviously going to be
very well protected.”

“That could be a very good way of helping the Order,” Severus said thoughtfully. “Obviously,
you are not going to be out on the battlefield, fighting Death Eaters, if you’re pregnant. Those
computer data base programs you were showing me over the holidays might be useful to
Albus. I suspect he keeps it all in his head.”

“Right,” said Hermione, grinning at him. “You just want to have a usable computer at
Hogwarts so you can order books on-line.”

He gave her another tight hug and smiled. “Perhaps you’re right. But I really must go. I have
students coming to me for detention in ten minutes. And I must send that vial to the
Headmaster. I’ll be writing you soon, though, thanks to Minerva.” He kissed her lightly, stood,
hesitated for a moment, and then bent down to give Professor McGonagall a kiss on the cheek.
“Thank you, Minerva. We’re both very grateful.” He put a hand on Madam Pomfrey’s shoulder.
“And Poppy, I trust you to take good care of my wife.” He looked hard into her eyes, then
smiled and gave her a shoulder an obvious squeeze of affection, and swept out of the room,
his robes billowing behind him. The Healer stared after him in amazement.
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“Good heavens!” said Madam Pomfrey, turning to Hermione. “What have you done to the
man? I’ve never in my life seen such a thing. Severus Snape making gestures of affection
without coercion!”

Professor McGonagall turned to her smugly. “I told you she was good for him. Next thing you
know he’ll be giving points to Gryffindor.”

“Oh, I don’t think I’d affect him to that extent,” Hermione said, smiling at the older women a
little smugly. Then a worried look passed across her face. “So can you tell me, Madam
Pomfrey, how you knew about Professor Snape and me? I hope we haven’t been indiscreet,
somehow. It’s important that Voldemort not know of our marriage, you know.”

It was the Healer’s turn to look a little smug. “No, no dear. Don’t worry. It’s just something
medical I noticed during my diagnostic charm that’s quite inconsistent with the assisted
conception I’ve been reading about. Nothing for you to worry about. No one but someone
familiar with this special procedure would pick it up, and as I understand it, that means no one
else in Britain. Now, eat this dinner Minerva’s ordered for you. You’re eating for two, now... at
least.”

“At least?” Hermione looked horrified. “I hadn’t thought of that — it could be twins!”

“Now, now,” said the Mediwitch. “I’m quite certain it’s not. Please, Miss Granger. Eat your
dinner.”

~o0o~
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Chapter 19 – Inside Information
~o0o~

Summary: Hermione overhears some scurrilous gossip and has a long conversation with the Headmaster.

~*~

“What a horrible thing to do to Hermione!” Ernie Macmillan was saying. “What did she ever do
to old Septimius Snape?”

“Oh, I’m sure she never met him!” Susan Bones’ hushed voice replied. “He must simply have
read about her in those Daily Prophet interviews. She was probably the only Muggle-born
witch he’d ever heard of. And you know how dismissive those old-fashioned, pureblood men
can be about Muggle-borns — and witches. He was probably just trying to punish Professor
Snape. But what a terrible thing to do to her!”

Hermione turned to look behind her. A thick crowd of students was packed into the narrow
hallway, waiting for Professor Sprout to arrive and unlock the room for the Prefects’ meeting.
She couldn’t see Ernie or Susan.

“Shhh, Hermione,” Ron said softly, putting his arm around her. “Don’t pay any attention. They
don’t know what they’re talking about.”

“Well, I don’t think Granger’s much to be pitied.” Pansy Parkinson was clearly making no
attempt to keep her voice down. “After all, she’ll probably get a gazillion Galleons for letting
him off the hook. I think it’s awfully sad about Professor Snape, though. His great-grandfather
must have been really furious with him to put a requirement like that in his will. Making him
marry a Mudblood! I mean, I ask you — can you imagine anything more horrible for him?
What a waste of Galleons! And even if she takes the money, he has to wait until she’s twenty-
five to marry anyone else. How sad for him!”

“How sad for you, Pansy!” said a rather snide female voice that Hermione didn’t recognize.
“How’ll you keep your dad from marrying you off to someone else for so long?”

“Yeah, you’re probably right about the Galleons,” a male voice said. “That’s probably why he’s
been so nasty to Granger in Potions this term — he’s probably trying to get the price down.”

“Yeah, well, you know, my dad’s a good friend of old Snape’s,” drawled Draco Malfoy, “and
Dad told him he should just have the Mudblood killed. Then he wouldn’t need to pay her and
he’d be able to marry someone more attractive right away.”

“Lot of good that would do him — my dad says he can’t get it up at all any more, poor guy,” a
coarse voice leered. “He’d never be able to meet the consummation requirement. No, Snape’s
pretty well screwed.”

“Vincent! You’re talking about our Head of House!” Pansy’s voice was shocked.

“Yeah, but it’s true. I heard my dad say so to Goyle’s dad, right after they found out about the
will. They didn’t know I was listening.”

“That’s a horrible thing to say,” Pansy said, sounding quite intrigued. “But if your dad’s right,
then it’d serve Granger right if she did marry him. That’d be great — Granger bound eternally
to someone who hates her and who couldn’t even...”

“Oh, she wouldn’t last long enough to suffer,” Malfoy chortled. “I’ve never been in Houndsnape
Hall, but my dad’s uncle said it had more anti-Mudblood jinxes than any house in Britain.
She’d be dead in a week. In fact, I think...”

“All right; all right, you lot,” Professor Sprout’s voice drowned all the conversations going on
behind Hermione. “That’s enough. The door’s open. Please go in and take your seats.”

Ron gave Hermione’s shoulder another small squeeze before he turned to sit by Ginny. She
moved slowly up to the front of the room, where she was supposed to sit with the Head Boy. A
moment later, Draco took his seat beside her and leaned toward her a little.
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“How does it feel to be someone’s punishment, Granger?” He said softly, moving his lips close
to her ear. “Bet old Snape would have lived a better life if he’d known pissing off his great-
grandfather would mean being stuck with you in his bed.”

“Oh, Draco,” she said, sweetly and not at all softly, turning and patting him on the cheek,
“You’re so cute when you’re jealous.” His eyes widened slightly in disbelief and then horror,
and she noticed out of the corner of her eye that Pansy Parkinson was looking at her
resentfully. So this time she patted his thigh. “Now, Draco, dear, do behave yourself. This is
supposed to be a meeting.”

It was, in fact, an exceedingly boring meeting, all about Bunny Bonbons and several other
Weasley creations that had appeared in the halls after Christmas. When it was finally over,
Hermione headed for her room. She didn’t want to be the one to have to tell Professor Snape
that the students in his House were laughing about his supposed impotence, but she thought
she’d better.

~*~

Severus, I heard some Slytherins talking before the Prefects’ meeting. Crabbe heard his dad
tell Goyle’s dad about your supposed sexual problems. Sorry, but I thought you should know.
I miss you.

~*~

Thank you for the hint, my love. I’ll have a stern talk with the boy. Won’t do to have rumors
floating about regarding the paternity of our little one. V. is convinced and resigned, by the
way. He’s still working out potential ways to get his hands on the Trust. D. has blocked all
Portkeys on Hogwarts grounds. Do not leave them, please. Hope you are well. I miss you, too.

~*~

Hermione didn’t quite know what to expect from her second meeting with Professor
Dumbledore. She’d decided not to make her decision in advance, but to drive the best bargain
she could. She was surprised to be greeted on her arrival by the Headmaster himself, who
escorted her to an armchair and, somewhat to her surprise, offered her a small glass of
liqueur. It was deep gold and rather herbal, and she found it very pleasant. He took an
armchair next to hers rather than going back behind his desk and looked down at his own
liqueur rather pensively.

“Hermione, I’ve talked with Professor McGonagall and she has insisted that all future
discussions about your pregnancy will take place in her own office, handled by herself and
Poppy Pomfrey. She tells me I don’t handle young women well, and in that apparently she is
correct. So if you had any worries on that score, you may relax.”

“Thank you, sir. Frankly, I’m glad you will not be wasting any more of your time with it. I
know you have many other important things to worry about. Apart from the financial aspects
of it, I’ve never understood why you should be so concerned about it.”

“I will show you, Hermione. But first I’d like to put a proposition to you. Professors Snape and
McGonagall have suggested to me that you might take on an important task for the Order —
using Professor Snape’s reports and other information to track the movements and
interconnections of Death Eaters. They believe that it might relieve some of the pressure on
me to have this aspect of the Order’s work taken off my hands. They tell me you can use a
Muggle device to encode information and even to analyze it in various ways, rearranging facts
to suggest new patterns and relationships.”

Hermione looked at him, quite surprised. “Yes, of course, Professor Dumbledore. There are
lots of programs that do that sort of thing. That would... that would be a really interesting job.
I’d like to help with that.” Her enthusiasm increased as she spoke. “I could use a genealogy
program, maybe linked with a contacts manager or a relational database, and then perhaps I
could tie that into a GIS program...”

“Actually, Hermione, that was only their idea. I’ve decided to ask you to do something far
more extensive for me.”
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Hermione moved to the edge of her chair. A brief suspicion passed through her mind, but she
dismissed it. She’d give his request a fair chance. “Yes, sir?”

Dumbledore sat back in his chair and looked at her appraisingly, his head tilted a little to the
side. “As I have mentioned to you, one of my major responsibilities in the Order is collecting
and holding information. There are many aspects of the war that are contained only in my own
head. No one but myself knows the complete membership of the Order of the Phoenix, the
international connections, where the Galleons are invested and hidden, who is in hiding and
where. There are prophecies, major and minor, the reports of spies, small but significant
circumstances from Riddle’s youth and school days remembered by myself and others, the
skirmishes and battles of the first war, and all sorts of other random and yet vital facts. All of
these are kept in my head.”

Hermione’s eyes widened. “Yes, of course, sir. That must be a terrible burden.”

“Indeed,” he said. “And a terrible loss if I were to die or be killed. It would be prudent to have
a second repository of this information. This Muggle device Professor Snape described — a
computer, I think you call it — can store information of all types, can it not? And it can
produce parchment records of it that could be made available to my successors in the task,
should that become necessary?”

Would a printer work with parchment? “Well probably not parchment, sir. But paper records,
yes.”

“Moreover, the machine’s analytical capabilities might be useful, even if I were to remain
alive. I have come to feel lately that, even with a Pensieve, it is difficult for me to keep track
of everything and spot all the important connections that I need to see. Perhaps if you were to
use your device and I were to use my Pensieve, we’d have a better chance of catching our
opportunities properly.”

“Do you mean, Professor, that you really are going to tell me everything?

“Never everything, Hermione. There will always be things I cannot tell you. I am not
everyone’s Secret Keeper, for one thing, so in some cases I will be unable to reveal the
whereabouts of those in hiding. And there are other things I won’t tell you because to do so
would involve betrayal or cause pain; and of course there will be things I’ll simply not find
important enough to share. Other points I will probably keep back for less admirable reasons.
Nonetheless, I will try to give you all the information that my successor would need to do my
job — to direct the members of the Order and make decisions about plans and priorities. And
you can put it in your Muggle machine and apply whatever analytical techniques you think
might be useful.”

Hermione was shocked. “Sir, this is beyond anything I could ever have expected. I would be
honored. Certainly I would join the Order if I had the assurance that I would be offered such
an important task...”

“No, Hermione. I’ve considered this, and I feel you should not join the Order. You will learn
many of its secrets, but I would like you to remain outside it — in a special relationship with
me. You see, there is always some possibility that there is a spy in the Order — one that is
truly loyal to Voldemort, I mean. I would not want your true role to be known by anyone other
than myself. You would be too valuable a target for a spy. Professors Snape and McGonagall
may know that you have taken on the part of the task they suggested, but even they must
have no idea of the full extent of the information you will be privy to. However, they will be
available to help you, if I should die or otherwise become unable to direct the Order.”

“So you want me simply to go ahead with my previous plan not to join the Order? And I won’t
be able to discuss any of what I know with Ron and Harry and Ginny, because they won’t
know I know it?”

“Exactly. This plan will ask three further sacrifices from you. One of them will be a certain
distance from your friends. You will not be required to lie to them often, but your behavior will
be a lie to some extent. I hope this will not cause conflict between you, because I know your
friendship is a source of strength to you all, particularly Harry. But there must be no mention
of what you are doing; no indication of how much you know.”
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Hermione brushed this aside. “That’s not a problem. They are all already aware that we will be
serving the Order in different ways. And, frankly, I think if Harry and Ron knew that I had
more information than they did, it would put more strain on our friendship than lying to them.
I wouldn’t tell them even if you said I could. We’ve agreed to stay friends no matter what
secrets we have to keep. We trust each other; we can do this.”

The Headmaster looked a little skeptical. “I hope so. But that trust may be tested by the
second sacrifice I must ask of you: I want no adventures, no risks, and no running off to save
people. Although Voldemort will not know how much information you have, he will almost
certainly be seeking you because of Septimius’ will. Professor Snape tells me he is still trying
to work out some way of acquiring the Trust, if only temporarily. But if he does capture you,
he will certainly want to find out what you know, and you will have in your mind and memory
a quantity of information about the Order and our plans that would be of infinite value to him.
I will ask Professor Snape to give you private lessons in Occlumency, which will block both
Veritaserum and Legilimency.”

Hermione nodded excitedly. She’d always wanted to learn Occlumency and had secretly
envied Harry his lessons with Professor Snape.

“Nonetheless, it may take you some time to acquire the skill, and Occlumency can fail if one is
tired or injured or otherwise weakened. It will be best to prevent you from falling into their
hands in the first place, and for that reason, you must be willing to look like a coward. Your
friends will, I hope, attribute any lack of bravado to your pregnancy — I shall suggest that
Professor McGonagall warn them that your pregnancy makes you timid, as, in fact it ought to.
That project is still crucial, as well. Doubly so, as you will see.”

“Of course, sir. I would do nothing that might risk this child. I am no longer a child myself. I
don’t believe I have to prove my courage to my friends. In fact, I was already planning to train
Lavender Brown to take my place in the net spell, since I assume I won’t be able to fight with
the others until after the baby is born and the spell might be useful before then. Lavender was
asking me about the Order the other day. I think she’d like to help.”

“Brown. Hmmm, yes, she would be a possibility. There will be no problem with her parents, I
think. Fine. Just be sure she knows how important it is to keep the existence of the spell itself
a secret.”

“Of course, sir. And the third sacrifice?”

“The third sacrifice will be, I fear, the most painful. I must ask you to abandon all of your
extra credit projects for honors at your N.E.W.T.s. I realize that academic achievement is
important to you, and I know this will be difficult for you, but I fear the importance of the task
I am asking you to do and the fact that it will take much of your free time will make such a
sacrifice necessary.”

Hermione had feared something far worse. “Obviously, sir,” she said quickly, to cover her
relief, “if we lose the war, whether or not I have honors with my N.E.W.T.s is not going to
matter very much, is it? And I’ve already finished my honors projects in Charms and Defense
Against the Dark Arts; they were both different aspects of the net spell. And Professor
McGonagall said I wouldn’t be able to finish my Animagus project until after the baby is born
anyway. So it’s only Potions, Arithmancy, and Ancient Runes.”

“Ah! You were training with Minerva to become an Animagus? How ambitious of you! Perhaps
you could be granted partial credit. Had you reached the point of transforming? Or were you
still at the preparatory stages?” The Headmaster seemed quite interested, and Hermione
remembered suddenly that he’d been the Transfiguration master before he became
Headmaster.

“Oh, I could hold my animal form for an hour or so. The transformation itself was still a little
uneven, though.”

“Well, that should certainly be enough for a partial honors credit; perhaps we can give you a
one-year extension and you can finish the work after the child is born. I wonder how well I
know you,” he said teasingly. “What form would I expect you to take? Let me see. Given your



The Lioness Prophecies

187

distaste for flying, probably not a bird of any kind. And I’d think nothing very subtle or
secretive.”

“No, that was sort of a disappointment. I’d hoped I might be useful as a spy, but as Professor
McGonagall pointed out, I would not... er... blend in. Not at all.”

“Ah, something large and exotic, then. An elephant? They never forget, I’m told, and that’s a
skill of yours. And they are certainly not subtle. But far too graceless, I think.” He smiled as
she shook her head. “Perhaps a giraffe? They’re very far-seeing.”

Hermione laughed. “You’re on the right continent, anyway. No, nothing so large, but equally
obtrusive, I’m afraid. Professor McGonagall was appalled the first time I transformed. She said
thank heavens it was a Hogsmeade weekend, and most of the students were away, because I
wasn’t very controlled at all. I roared rather loudly.”

“You roared? A tiger? Surely not a...” The Headmaster looked quite alarmed.

“No, pure Gryffindor, I’m afraid, sir. Not very imaginative. My Animagus form is a lioness.”

The Headmaster suddenly looked very, very old. “Oh dear. Are... are you certain, my dear?
Sometimes when one originally transforms, the form isn’t quite stable and it turns out to be
something different once the Animagus transfiguration is well established.”

“No, I’ve transformed about twelve times, and it’s always a lioness. I’ve just had a little
trouble maintaining it.” She looked at him curiously. “Is there something wrong with that?
Professor McGonagall said it’s not unusual to transform into one’s house mascot, but that lions
were rarer than badgers, eagles, and snakes, perhaps because they aren’t native to England.”

“No, not wrong. It’s just rather disturbing in light of the prophecy I mentioned. And you say
your first transformation took place on a Hogsmeade weekend. Would that have been the one
last February?”

“Perhaps. Yes, of course it was, because it was Valentine’s Day and Ron was furious at me for
insisting on staying at the castle to work with Professor McGonagall when we were supposed
to be going together. But I was so glad I had when I was finally able to transform, and he
didn’t understand. That was one of the things that led to our breaking up. How did you know?”

“That was the day that Professor Trelawney made her third prophecy. I think I had better let
you see it for yourself, Hermione. Perhaps you will indeed be able to throw some light on it for
me. First, however, do I take it you agree with my conditions?”

“Yes, sir. This time, though, I would like to take a wand oath, if I may, lest I be tempted to
disclose the information you give me improperly. I don’t think I will, but it will help me to have
committed myself magically to secrecy. And it will be a comfort to you if you should worry.”

“Very well.” The Headmaster administered an oath, in which Hermione swore not to reveal
anything she had learned from the Headmaster for the recording project without his
permission, unless he was dead or missing, or the circumstances constituted a clear and
immediate emergency to the Order, or would obviously help win the war in some way. They
discussed the needs for shielding her computer from magical interference and ultimately
decided to purchase a larger computer and printer, which could be kept in a room above the
Headmaster’s office. This would allow him to see the data as well with a little training.

It was quite late, at this point, but the Headmaster was clearly curious to see her reaction to
the prophecy, and Hermione was now very anxious to see it. He removed a stone bowl from a
glass fronted case across his office. Then he waved a wand banishing the former Headmasters
and Headmistresses in their portraits, much to their obvious annoyance.

Hermione read the runes inscribed around the rim of the bowl. “A Pensieve!” she said
excitedly. “Harry said you had one, but he never wanted to talk about it. I’ve never seen one!”

The Headmaster smiled indulgently at her excitement. “I’m afraid you will grow all too familiar
with this one; you’ll be using it extensively for this project. It’s going to be the most efficient
way for me to give you much of the information you will need to put into your computing
device. Telling you would take far too much of my time and energy.”
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He put his wand to his temple and pulled a silver strand from his head and put it into the
Pensieve. Then he swirled the mixture with his wand, and a small image of Professor
Trelawney rose from the shining surface. She was seated in a large armchair, comfortable if
rather shabby, and almost as soon as she appeared, her head was thrown back and her mouth
fell open. It was filled with a rather disgusting mass of yellow with brown flecks. Despite the
impediment, she began to speak in a low grating voice.

“The Greyhound and the Lioness shall be bound... lovers who share an age-old magic... bound
before two honored and two scorned by wizard kind... And their offspring, yet unborn, shall
alter history... Thrice the spell shall be augmented, unlooked for sharing of an ancient pain...
And the Dark Lord, lacking the strength of the weak, shall be brought to his knees... And the
three shall bring power to those born of the powerless... The offspring of the joint heirs of an
ancient magical lineage shall bring acceptance to those who have inherited none.”

Hermione’s eyes widened. Perhaps there was something to Divination after all. “And this
prophecy was made a year ago? May I hear it again, sir?” She was stalling for time.
Dumbledore was clearly completely wrong about his interpretation of this, but how could she
explain?

Dumbledore stirred the mixture and Trelawney began to speak again. Yes, the first part was
quite clear. She and Severus were the Lioness and the Greyhound, and the age-old magic was
that which Septimius had given them on his deathbed. Timothy and Remus were the two
scorned by wizard kind, house-elf and werewolf; and Professor McGonagall and Mr. Rookwood
were the two honored. And the three must be she, Severus, and their unborn child. The spell
and the ancient pain were mysterious, as was the strength of the weak. But it all sounded
rather hopeful. Unfortunately, she couldn’t explain to Dumbledore how she became an heir of
the Snape magical heritage without betraying her own illegal participation in Septimius’ death.
Severus would be implicated, too — he knew it was highly illegal, and he had allowed it.
Dumbledore would be appalled. No, she couldn’t tell him about that. And she really couldn’t
reveal that the binding had already happened, with the witnesses foretold, and that her child
was actually hers and not Elizabeth Yves. This would be very tricky.

“So, Hermione,” the Headmaster said. “Do you have any insights into the meaning of this
prophecy?”

“A few,” she said carefully. “I’m still puzzled why you thought that the Lioness must be a pure-
blood witch.”

“Well, the Greyhound was clearly Severus, you see; the Snape family had been associated
with the animal for centuries. And the Snapes', as you have cause to know, have always been
aggressively pure-blood in their marital choices. It seemed certain that any heir to the Snape
magic would be as much a pure-blood as he is. Moreover, I had to trace the Snape lineage
back ten generations to find another Snape with living descendants. And all of those living
descendants are pure-bloods.”

“But Professor Snape also inherited magic from the women who married his male Snape
ancestors, didn’t he? It might have been the joint heir with him of the magic of his mother’s or
grandmother’s families, or even further back. And that wouldn’t necessarily mean a pure-
blood, would it?”

Dumbledore looked very startled indeed. “I had completely overlooked that possibility,
Hermione. How foolish of me. Yes, of course; you are quite correct. I suppose my traditional
assumptions misled me. We always put so much emphasis on the male line...” He paused for a
moment, clearly shocked at his oversight. “But you are not heir to any magical heritage at all,
Miss Granger. The prophecy does seem to exclude a Muggle-born witch. So you see why I had
to insist that you not be the mother of Professor Snape’s child.”

Hermione nodded thoughtfully. “Yes, I can see that,” she said slowly. What could she say? A
change of subject, perhaps. “So your niece... is Mrs. Yves a descendant of the Snape family?”

His eyes narrowed. “Yes, she is; one of several. I am another. Why do you ask about my
niece?”
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“Well, it didn’t take much research to work out that she was the egg donor.” Hermione
explained her reasoning and the research she’d done in the Paris Library, as Dumbledore
looked at her with increasing amazement.

“Well, that was very... enterprising of you, Miss Granger.”

“Thank you, sir,” she said, although she was not at all sure that he had meant a compliment.
“And was Mrs. Yves procedure successful?”

“No, it was not. You seem to have been luckier... that is, she seems to have been luckier with
Severus than with that Quidditch player — which I might have told her she would be. I had no
idea that she was actually younger than you are, but age was, in fact, irrelevant. I was
concerned about the reputation of the school, of course, but my main concern was her
ancestry. She’s the only Snape descendant I could find who is an unmarried woman of the
right age and has some pretension to being a lioness — that’s the mascot of Beauxbatons, you
see, and she has rather lion-like features and hair. And the mention of a binding — it’s an old-
fashioned form of marriage that is still quite common in France, almost universal among pure-
blood families, but it’s been very rare in England in recent decades. It seemed to me to
confirm that she was the Lioness. Although if I had considered... I did think of you, of course,
as a Gryffindor, and as someone who seemed to be growing close to Professor Snape. I even
asked Minerva to confirm your parentage in the Hogwarts registry — I thought perhaps your
mother... a rude supposition, I know, but you seemed otherwise such a good candidate. But
she confirmed that your father was your father, clearly a Muggle; and magic does not skip
generations, so I was certain that it could not possibly be you. I apologize for making such
inquiries.”

Hermione smiled. “Professor Snape did the same — I overheard him saying so to his great-
grandfather. He said Professor McGonagall was really annoyed, perhaps because you’d asked
her, too.” Hermione took a deep breath. “Nonetheless, sir, I am quite sure that I am the
Lioness. I can’t explain about the ‘joint heirs’ business without violating a confidence, but I can
assure you that there’s a good explanation for it. I simply can’t tell you what it is.”

“But, forgive me, even with the fact of your Animagus form, and the odd coincidence of the
timing of the prophecy, I simply cannot see how a Muggle-born can be the heir of a magical
legacy. Has Septimius given you and Severus something...” He looked at her shrewdly, “The
Snapes are a very old family. Perhaps Septimius has passed on to you — quite illicitly —
shared interest in some ancient magical object which is supposed to be kept secret and remain
in the family? Perhaps something connected with an ancient pain in the prophecy? I had
assumed that ‘joint heirs of an ancient magical lineage’ must imply a blood connection, but I
suppose it might also refer to an inherited object closely connected with the lineage? But
would that be seen as sharing an age old magic? Yes, I can Septimius him doing something
like that as a way of drawing you together. He clearly did want to make you part of his family.
And of course he’s sworn you to silence, possibly by a wand oath, so you can’t tell me about
it.”

Hermione nodded. “I’m afraid I can’t sir — it’s not exactly... but it is... something like that.
There are... personal things I know that are not my secrets alone, and I really don’t feel free
to reveal them even to you, sir. But I don’t think that the... um... age-old magic has anything
to do with the ancient pain. It’s not that sort of thing. And there are other circumstances in
the prophecy that fit. I can’t explain them either, but I’m quite, quite sure.”

“Other circumstances.” He looked at her skeptically, clearly thinking hard, and she down
looked carefully at her hands. He sighed. “Well, perhaps I must simply withhold judgment
here. However, if you are correct, it would seem that I have destroyed the chance the
prophecy gave us to bring Voldemort to his knees with my complicated meddling. The baby
you carry is Elizabeth’s and therefore is not the child of you and your Professor.” He looked
quite disturbed by the possibility.

“Not necessarily, sir. The word the prophecy uses is ‘offspring.’ While that sometimes implies a
genetic connection, like a fruit that is the offspring of a tree, it can also simply mean a result
of an action. This child is much more a result of my actions than it is of Mrs. Yves’s. In fact, as
I’m sure you remember from the materials the clinic sent, that much of the child’s magic
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comes from the magical transference spell done at the time of the implantation. So the child
can definitely be said to be the offspring both of my actions and Professor Snape’s and of our
magic. Or maybe the prophecy just takes the position of regular wizarding society and
assumes that the child is the offspring of the mother who gives it birth. It’s hard to imagine
such an ancient thing as a prophecy making fine distinctions based on modern Muggle medical
technology.”

“And I should say,” she added carefully, “that as I see the prophecy, everything you have
done, including the parts I really didn’t like, were exactly what you were supposed to do. It
wouldn’t have played out properly otherwise. And so far, I think it has played out properly.”

“Do you think so? I fear I can’t agree with you, entirely Miss Granger. Blood lines and magical
heritage are extremely important in wizarding society, as you have reason to know. I am
reluctant to believe that being given joint custody of an object, no matter how magical, can
make you an heir of a magical lineage, and I think offspring probably means biological
offspring. I don’t see how you could be correct; however, perhaps that is because you cannot
share your evidence with me.” He smiled. “We seem to be in the reverse of our usual
situation, Hermione. For once, it is you that control the information. Perhaps we shall simply
have to agree to disagree.”

She nodded her acquiescence.

“I am glad you think I have done no harm,” the Headmaster said after a moment. “You truly
believe you are the Lioness, then? You realize this would mean that you will be bound to
Professor Snape.”

She smiled. “I’m certain of it, sir. I’ve already said I will accept his proposal after my
graduation. It’s the only way I will be able to look after the child I’m carrying. And if an
unusual sort of marriage ceremony will bring about the events foretold, I shall insist upon
that. I don’t pretend to understand about the spell and the strength of the weak. I thought
perhaps that “the weak” referred to women, and their strength is my web spell, which is a
women’s spell, but that doesn’t have anything to do with pain. But the whole prophecy will
probably become clear with time. Wouldn’t it be best just to leave it alone?”

“No, I’m afraid I must take what action seems best to me to ensure that the prophecy is
fulfilled. But I will try to keep an open mind about the identity of the Lioness. You may be
correct. Or it might still be Elizabeth, after all. And your initial observation, however, requires
some thought. It had not occurred to me to look into the families of the women who married
into the Snape family. It was extremely remiss of me to overlook that possibility. Helena
Snape was a Bones, I remember,” he mused. “And I believe Susan Bones is a descendant of
Helena’s father. But she’s a Hufflepuff, as I remember. And Severus’s own mother was a
Parkinson, and that would make Pansy Parkinson a possibility. She’s a fourth cousin, I think,
but Severus has always seemed fond of her. Still, like Susan, she’s not a Gryffindor...”

Hermione took a deep breath. “You know, sir, I’m having this child already, and with all
respect, sir, I really don’t think you can impregnate half the women in the seventh year with
Professor Snape’s babies, just on the off chance that one of us is the right one. It’s just not
on. For one thing, I can’t believe you’d get Professor Snape to cooperate without doing a lot
more explaining than you seem to want to do. He’s very loyal to you sir, but he’s not stupid.
He’d be sure you had an agenda, if you asked him to do anything like that.”

She watched as the Headmaster silently tried to imagine a way to coerce Professor Snape into
siring children with all his distant cousins. It made her rather nervous; after all, the man was
brilliant. Eventually, however, he shook his head in frustration, much to Hermione’s relief. “I
see the problem. Yes, you’re quite right. It would be very difficult. A pity.”

She sighed. The man simply had no idea of the trouble and responsibility entailed in bringing
children into the world. “Really, sir, I think, perhaps, that it’s best to just leave this prophecy
alone. It isn’t like the prophecy about Harry, where it could work out in two different ways. So
no matter what we do, it will happen as it’s supposed to. That seems to have been what
happened so far, in my opinion anyway. It’s a true prophecy, and it says that Voldemort will
be brought to his knees and that the Muggle-born will gain acceptance. That’s pretty hopeful
news, I’d say.”
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Dumbledore sighed. “Perhaps you are right, Hermione. However, it also seems possible to me
that you are in error — it’s possible your wishes are deceiving you. I shall consider some of
these other alternatives and consult some of the genealogy references.” He shook his head. “I
still can’t believe that I failed to consider the wives. I must be losing my mind.” He looked up
at her again. “And I should hope that you will feel able to tell me if the way you see the
prophecy playing out has implications for the war. For example, if it occurs to you suddenly
what is meant by the ancient pain.”

“Of course, sir.”

“So you, in your opinion, Elizabeth will have nothing to do with it at all?” The Headmaster
seemed almost offended.

“I’m not sure about her, sir, although I’m very sure that the fact that you’ve involved her is
part of what was supposed to happen. It may mean that she has a role to play. I’m sure the
child I’m carrying is relevant — and I wonder: does the fact that it says “yet unborn” refer to
the time of the prophecy, or the time of the alteration of history? The latter seems more likely
to me; and if so, it suggests that the alteration of history will take place before its birth. And if
I’m right, that means no later than the end of September. And if the changing of history is the
same as the bringing of the Dark Lord to his knees, which seems likely, my view of the
prophecy implies that the decisive battle will indeed take place before then. That supports
what Professor Snape has been saying, doesn’t it? You might want to consider that
corroborating information, sir.”

“Indeed, that had occurred to me. But we’re quite sure of that anyway. Voldemort knows that
once Harry begins training as an Auror, he’ll have access to a huge number of specialized and
restricted spells, and he will quickly begin intensive practice with them. So he will want to
push their confrontation before that happens. On the other hand we have been fairly
successful at keeping the number of Death Eaters he has available to fight with him down—
you were quite helpful there, with your net spell — so he has thus far been limited to these
terrible raids, which do not require many personnel, horrific though they may be. I suspect he
will not feel sufficiently strong to begin the final push until August or September in any case.”

“Well, that would be another argument against Susan or Pansy, sir.” Even if the Professor
somehow conceived children with them tomorrow, they would not be born until October.”

“I shall consider that. We’re well past your curfew, Miss Granger,” he said, his eyes twinkling
again. “Unless you want Professor Snape to catch you and take points, we had best conclude.
You need your sleep now, my dear. Thank you for giving me your evening. Do you have any
further questions?”

“What was that stuff in her mouth?”

“Oh, that was just partially chewed biscuits. Lemon creams. Professor Trelawney was having
tea at the time.”

“At the Weasleys? I thought I recognized the armchair.”

“That’s correct. They are the only ones who know of the prophecy, aside from the two of us.
And they will remain silent about it, I am sure.”

“So that’s why they were the only Order members at Houndsnape Hall who were not included
in the reading of the will? They would have known why you were insisting on the I.V.F.” She
nodded. “That was probably wise.”

Dumbledore twinkled at her again. “Actually, my dear, my great fear was that Arthur would
become so intrigued and excited by the ingenuity of the Muggle insemination process that we
would never have got past that.”

~*~

It was past midnight when Hermione Flooed into the Gryffindor common room, by special
permission of the Headmaster. She walked quietly up the stairs to the seventh-year girls’
dormitory, where the soft snores of Lavender and Parvati echoed in a familiar harmony. She
changed into her nightclothes and then stood at the window for a moment, watching the snow
drift down in the moonlight and allowing herself to feel some of the relief that she had not
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dared to show in the Headmaster’s office. She had not interfered with the prophecy at all. In
fact, if she had not insisted on the marriage, but gone along with the I.V.F. as the Headmaster
wanted, the prophecy would probably not have come to pass. It was good to know that she’d
been right. Hermione liked to be right, but on this occasion she felt more relief than triumph.
The Headmaster liked to be right, too, but on this occasion, when he had desperately wanted
to do his best, he had been completely wrong. The thought was rather frightening; it made
the task she had been given absolutely crucial.

The room was cold, and little drafts of cold air seeped in around the edges of the glass and
stirred the curls around her face, distracting her from her musing. She climbed into her bed,
pulling the curtains around it. Lighting her wand, she took Crookshanks onto her lap and
pulled a spare quill and Professor McGonagall’s gift out from under her pillow. As she stared at
the book and contemplated writing her husband, Hermione realized suddenly that she no
longer felt like a student. She was the wife of the Potions Master, the wife of Severus Snape
and the mother of his child. She was merely playing the role of a student. She attended her
classes and did her assignments, but her heart was no longer in it. Contrary to the
Headmaster’s assumption, she was startled to realize, she felt no regret at all for the academic
honors she had been asked to relinquish — the meaning of graduation and the way she
envisioned her future life had changed. She would finish her seventh year and do as well as
she could on her N.E.W.T.s, but she no longer saw academic glory as the main focus of her
existence.

It was not just the marriage and the pregnancy, she realized. This had been coming for a long
time. Already in her fifth year, when she lied to Professor Umbridge; and in sixth year, when
she risked expulsion to get the information they needed to rescue Ginny, practical
considerations related to the war had begun to outweigh grades and her perfect record. When
working on her honors project for Charms and Defense Against the Dark Arts, she had not
invented projects that would impress her teachers, but simply adapted a project she had
already had in mind for the war, the net charm, to fill the requirements in both subjects. She
would have done the work anyway, she realized. Non-academic priorities took precedent.

There was no academic credit to be earned in the project Dumbledore proposed to her, and in
fact much of it would be clerical. Would it be possible to charm a computer keyboard to take
dictation? Or perhaps she could simply use one of those new computer dictation programs?
Which would be more accurate? Now, there was an interesting project, but not really
something she had time for — perhaps she could enlist Susan Bones, who’d mentioned that
she was looking for a N.E.W.T. project in Muggle Studies. She could loan her the laptop, she
realized, since the Headmaster talked of buying her a computer for the project.

But there would be a tremendous challenge here and an important one. She would, in
essence, be competing with Albus Dumbledore himself — competing for the prize of his
respect only, of course, but that had always been the aim of her work. She would be using the
information he gave her — the same information he was using — to make connections and
predictions about the war and to evaluate the effectiveness of different choices. Hmmm. It
sounded like Arithmancy might be very useful. She could surely use a spreadsheet computer
program to apply Arithmantic calculations to the databases she’d be preparing. She would be
doing one of the things she did best: applying the best of magical and Muggle technology to a
problem to arrive at a solution. The Headmaster would use traditional magical means and his
own formidable intellect. He was quite brilliant — Hermione’s breath had been taken away by
how close he’d come in his speculations to the shared magical heritage that she felt explained
her own presence in the prophecy.

Now, the prophecy itself was interesting. Hermione smiled to think that Dumbledore had made
a point of keeping it from Professor Snape as the principal person involved. To her it seemed
to be almost entirely about her. Well, clearly about her and Severus. Should she tell him about
it? The only reason would be to assure him that they’d made the right decision, and he already
seemed convinced of that. No, it would only make him feel manipulated, she realized. And he
needed to trust Dumbledore, so it was probably better not to. Besides, it presumably came
under the wand oath anyway.
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It was odd the way things had worked out. If Dumbledore had known of her Animagus form,
would he have proposed the I.V.F. procedure? Certainly he would not have done so if he’d
known that she had taken part in Septimius’ death-bed ritual. But in that case, her binding
with Severus would have been far less secret — Harry and Ron and Ginny, and probably many
others as well would have been present. The four particular supporters that they had had were
a direct result of the stealth made necessary by Dumbledore’s complicated machinations. So
the prophecy appeared because if it had not, Dumbledore would not have tried to manipulate
events to make it happen, and it would have not happened as it was supposed to. The same
was true of the first prophecy — if it had not appeared, Voldemort would not have tried to kill
Harry and ended up transferring power to him. The second prophecy, from what Hermione
remembered of it, did not really work the same way. But the first and third implied a degree of
predestination and were to some extent self-fulfilling. Hermione thought about this. It seemed
similar to the way the time-turners worked: regardless of what she and Harry had done during
their excursions back into time, everything turned out as it was supposed to.

And upon that rather reassuring thought, Hermione tucked the book and quill back under her
pillow, moved the sleeping Crookshanks to the foot of her bed, wriggled herself down under
the duvet, and fell asleep.

~o0o~
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Chapter 20 – Night Flight
~o0o~

Summary: Hermione dives into her new project, does some matchmaking, and goes on a disastrous
Hogsmeade visit.

~*~

Hermione, how did your meeting with D. go this evening? Was he passably civil to you this
time, I hope? Did he follow through on our suggestion?

~*~

Yes — thanks so much for suggesting it! I’m really excited. Hearing your reports to him and
learning Occlumency will be wonderful, and I think it will really help him be less worried and
overextended. He’s still unhappy about us as a couple, though. He was even suggesting you
might be interested in other girls in my year, which was really irritating. You said to remember
that I am yours, Severus, but remember that you are mine as well!

~*~

As if I could forget that, my little lioness! When all this is over D. shall be very sorry indeed
that he treated my wife so badly!

~*~

He’s being really nice now, Severus, except for the matchmaking, which is just futile and silly.
Don’t be angry. But how could you have said that to Ron at lunch? Just as he was beginning to
think of you as a real person! And all those points! It was mostly Malfoy’s fault, really.

~*~

It’s always Malfoy’s fault, my love. And it was worth it just to see your face. Have I ever told
you how beautiful you are when you are full of outraged indignation at injustice? An avenging
angel brought to earth — you’re gorgeous! I couldn’t help myself.

~*~

You are impossible, Severus! And you’re wasting paper with this tripe. Good luck with V.
tonight. I’ll wait up.

~*~

The weeks following her meeting with Dumbledore were very full for Hermione. Her computing
project progressed quickly. Susan Bones took on the testing of magical versus Muggle
dictation programs as a N.E.W.T. project, working in the Muggle Studies Lab, which was
shielded from all magic to allow Muggle devices to be demonstrated and studied. To
Hermione’s surprise, the Muggle methods of taking dictation were proving far more accurate
than a charmed Quick-Quotes Quill. (She supposed it was due to the larger number of voice
samples available in formulating the algorithms). Susan was delighted with the project, and
had expanded it to include other Muggle computer programs and their magical equivalents.
While her testing was proceeding, Hermione configured her new computer system, setting up
a number of separate but linked databases for different types of information, and soon she
began to dictate Order records and the huge quantities information that Dumbledore left in his
Pensieve into her system. She could even play some memories directly into the computer.

She had been given a small room above the Headmaster’s office which had been shielded in
the same way as the Muggle Studies Lab. A telephone line from a nearby Muggle town was
magically extended and made invisible until it reached her tower room to allow her to use the
Internet. The Headmaster had also established a secret magical door, hidden halfway down
the flight of stairs between the sixth and seventh-year Gryffindor girls’ dormitories, which led
directly into this room. Hermione had only to whisper the password and tap a short pattern
with her wand, and she could step through the door and into what she was coming to think of
as her study. She spent as many evenings and weekends there as her duties as Head Girl
allowed, and also retreated there during the day when she had no classes and would normally
have gone to the library. N.E.W.T.s level classes were shorter, though more intense, to allow
sixth and seventh-year students time to work on special projects, so she was able to put in
many hours during the week as well, despite her unusually heavy course load. Abandoning her
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honors projects in Arithmancy, Ancient Runes, and Potions meant considerably more time than
she’d expected. She could not fail to notice, however, that the abandonment of her Potions
project gave her fewer excuses to talk to Severus.

For such a focused, technical task, the room was a surprisingly lovely one. It took up one
quarter of the floor above the Headmaster’s office. Apart from a doorway leading to the stair
down into the Headmaster’s office and a large fireplace, the two straight walls were completely
filled with bookcases containing Order records, history books recounting past conflicts,
reference books on Dark magic and defensive spells, and, for some reason, manuals for
automobile repair and nineteenth-century Muggle cookbooks.

Her study was sparsely furnished. It held only a large old-fashioned desk on which the new
computer sat rather incongruously, and a comfortable sofa and armchairs arranged around the
fireplace. Professor Dumbledore often joined her there, to talk over the information they had
received from Snape and other sources. A wide, cushioned bench was set in the thickness of
the curved tower wall, where a broad bank of vaulted windows looked out over the lake and
down towards the entrance gates and Hogsmeade. It was here that Hermione often sat
reading, particularly on the nights when she knew that Severus had been summoned by
Voldemort. She kept the Omnioculars Harry had bought her at the World Quidditch Cup by her
side, and often she would be the first to see him sweeping up the path to the castle doors, or,
on more than one occasion, supported or even carried by Hagrid, who usually waited for him
in the gatehouse. She would then descend the winding stair into Dumbledore’s office and
listen silently to his report, then wish the two good night and retreat to her study to add the
new information to the relevant databases.

The Headmaster looked less worried and old these days, and he told Hermione that just
sharing his burden with her and knowing that the information he held would be accessible to a
successor had relieved him of much of his anxiety. He sometimes discussed his decisions with
her, though he always announced them to the Order first. Hermione rather enjoyed showing
him how to find the information she’d put on the computer. He marveled over the ingenuity of
the Muggle designers, and Hermione was a little ashamed to find herself smugly enjoying his
occasional awkwardness and need for assistance.

Professor Snape was admitted to her sanctum to use the computer as well, for on-line
research or to order books, but he was not allowed to see the huge databases it contained,
protected by a complicated series of passwords. Hermione’s Occlumency lessons took place
here as well, in the armchairs by the fire. His behavior throughout was the formal decorum of
a Professor. Sometimes at the end of the lesson they would talk quietly for a few minutes, but
the door to the stairs remained open, and Dumbledore frequently interrupted them to ask
questions of one or the other or to borrow a book from Hermione’s shelves. Hermione
continued to put her memory of the prophecy and various other sensitive bits of information
into the Pensieve before they began their lessons together, and her husband made no
comment on this. He was an intelligent man.

She learned quickly. When not distracted by the hostility that had marred his lessons with
Harry, Professor Snape proved a very good teacher, and Hermione made rapid progress from
the stage where she could barely eject him from her mind to the construction of walls of
distracting memories which could create the illusion that the Legilimens was truly reading
everything in her mind. She could project selected memories, but she had real difficulty with
the imagined ones; she had not Professor Snape’s imaginative skill at visualization.
Nonetheless, she was able to distort real memories in ways that might mislead a Legilimens.
Professor Dumbledore began to visit the lessons to test her abilities as well. After a month,
Hermione was able to keep both of them out entirely unless she was extremely tired or her
pregnancy was making her ill.

~*~

Hermione, you ate no supper tonight. This will not do. I’ve spent the evening formulating a
potion that should help your pregnancy sickness. Dobby will deliver it in three sealed vials on
your night table. Take one half an hour before each meal, and tell me how it works this
evening. I will send another three vials tomorrow, and a week’s worth when we know what
works.
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~*~

Thank you, Severus. I just took it a few minutes ago and I feel better already; no nausea and
just a little dizziness. Madam Pomfrey’s potion didn’t touch it. I’ve got a bunch of pregnancy
books (thank you for the computer, sir) but none of them suggest that pregnancy sickness can
be this horrible this early. Madam Pomfrey says it’s perfectly normal, so I suppose it’s a witch
thing. Speaking of horrible, I was really sorry to see you shaking so badly after your meeting
with V. last night. I wish I could come and hold you until the tremors stop. Thank you for the
potions. I’m grateful, when you have so much other brewing to do.

~*~

I wish you could come and hold me, too. You’re quite welcome to the potions. They should be
a bit stronger than Poppy’s packaged ones. She suggested I make them up for you when hers
didn’t work. It is entirely in my own interest, as your attendance at meals gives me something
inspiring to look at in an otherwise disheartening sea of mediocrity. And a green face rather
dilutes my pleasure.

~*~

Severus, you’re wasting paper! No sarcasm or attacks on my friends please! I miss you.

~*~

Madam Pomfrey was now in frequent contact with Healer Doré, and the two had become quite
good friends. To avoid distorting the clinic’s data, she had told the French Healer that
Hermione’s pregnancy was not a result of her I.V.F. procedure, but they continued to
correspond about mutual interests. Madam Pomfrey seemed extremely cautious about
Hermione’s pregnancy, demanding a thorough check-up every other week. Hermione
suspected that part of this was the novelty — the Healer rarely had the opportunity to follow a
pregnancy, since pregnant students were generally expelled. But part of her purpose was
probably to remind Hermione that she was pregnant, so that she ate properly and took her
vitamins and potions. Once Professor Snape’s potions had dealt with her morning sickness, the
excitement of her new project made it easy for Hermione to forget her first project for long
periods.

Hermione joined Madam Pomfrey and Professor McGonagall every week in the latter’s spacious
rooms for tea and conversation. When they were alone, the older women gave Hermione
useful advice about dealing with a husband, reassurance about her pregnancy and the
emotions it was beginning to engender, and insights into general school gossip. (Some of the
latter information also made its way into her databases.) Remus Lupin occasionally joined
them, if he were at the castle, and more rarely Professor Snape himself was present. The most
frequent other guests, however, were Harry, Ron, and Ginny; these teas were the only place
where they could all talk freely about the progress of Hermione’s pregnancy and discuss the
way that the events of the Christmas holidays had affected them all.

Hermione’s relationship with Ron and Harry and Ginny had changed only slightly when the
three of them were inducted into the Order of the Phoenix on the last day of January. She was
not supposed to know, but the excitement and anticipation of her friends would have been
hard to miss, even if she had not had notice of the occasion from Dumbledore. She had been
allowed to experience the induction itself in Dumbledore’s Pensieve, a treat she did not think
justified by her project, but which he had presumably allowed her as a kind of compensation
for preventing her from taking the public pledge of loyalty herself.

Her friends were silent about Order business, but Ginny often shared the gossip, passing along
seemingly unimportant personal conversations, news, and gripes as a kind of apology for not
sharing real Order secrets. This information proved very useful indeed. By putting Ginny’s
comments together with Dumbledore’s own notes on Order members, Hermione was able to
make useful suggestions to him about which members needed a boost in morale, which
members ought not to be asked to work together, and which members felt they were being
given too much or too little to do. The Headmaster was able improve Order morale
considerably and, of course, to maintain his own reputation for omniscience.
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Professor McGonagall’s present of linked books was very useful to both Hermione and Severus
during this period. They wrote almost every day, in extremely tiny writing. If Hermione had
not been in her study when he’d returned from a meeting with Voldemort, Severus wrote
immediately so that she knew that he was safe. He also wrote frequently of ideas he wanted
to share with her and daydreams of things they would do and places they would go when the
war was over. Hermione wrote about the student gossip she heard and her teas with Professor
McGonagall, but most of her entries dealt with their child and her hopes for their future
together as a family. Sometimes they discussed names for the baby.

~*~

What about Aloysius, Hermione? I’ve always liked rather unusual names like yours. What
about Salazar? Or Adolph? You don’t hear that often these days.

~*~

Adolph? Have you ever heard of the Second World War, Severus? My parents are going to be
angry enough about this baby without naming him after a power-mad Nazi dictator. (And don’t
even think about Tom!) And even wizarding families don’t name their children Aloysius and
Salazar any more. Aloysius is Dumbledore’s brother. I’ve always liked the Muggle trend of
calling children by names of cities. If it’s a boy, we could call him Paris. That would fit with the
Shakespearean tradition in my family. And we could call a girl Seville. I’ve always wanted to
go there.

~*~

Paris was killed offstage, was he not, Hermione? Hardly a propitious association. Seville
Snape? Too much like my own name. She’d be scorned and hated. Speaking of which, I’m
sorry for what I said to you this morning. It’s so easy, you know, sometimes those hateful
things just slip out. It’s second nature by now. You know I didn’t mean it, love.

~*~

I know, Severus, I know. But what about Geneva? Marseilles? Or exotic African places: Kenya,
Tanzania?

~*~

Antwerp, perhaps? Rotterdam? Only slightly more ridiculous than your suggestions, don’t you
think? I love you anyway, however.

~*~

Valentine’s Day had passed without much celebration. The traditional Hogsmeade excursion
had been cancelled because of threatened Death Eater activity. Hermione had used her
Internet connection to order a box of chocolate-covered toffee for Severus. She knew from old
Mrs. Pierre at Houndsnape Hall that he had a secret weakness for toffee, and she thought that
if chocolate helped one deal with Dementors, it might be effective against Voldemort as well. A
huge bouquet of dark red roses with a wonderfully heady scent had appeared anonymously on
the desk in Hermione’s study on Valentine’s Day morning, and the Headmaster looked at them
sharply, but forbore to comment. They both knew that Professor Snape was the only other
person who knew about the room.

In mid-March, Hermione was invited to dinner with Madam Pomfrey, Mr. Rookwood, and
Professors McGonagall and Snape, so that Mr. Rookwood could confirm that she was still
pregnant. The confirmation was much more informal and pleasant than the initial session, and
Hermione enjoyed watching the courtly old man flirt stiffly with Professor McGonagall. Her
Professor responded with equal stiffness, but Hermione was left with a very strong impression
that their attraction was mutual. Thinking about them, it occurred to her that they were quite
well suited, and she wondered if it could come to anything, given their professions and
locations. She hoped so, and said as much to Severus when the other three tactfully left them
alone for quarter hour to admire a new tapestry that Professor McGonagall had hung in her
study. Her husband, however, was ill-inclined to gossip, and insisted on stepping into an
alcove and spending the time they were given in passionate kisses. Hermione didn’t argue
with him for long.
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A few days later, the Hogsmeade weekend was rescheduled. The decision was announced at
the last minute, after dinner on Friday, so that there would be no chance for word to leak.
Harry and Ginny were determined to go, and Ron felt that he and Hermione should as well.
They were sitting by the fire in the common room after dinner Friday, arguing as usual,
though in very quiet voices. “After all,” Ron reminded her, taking her hand “we are supposed
to look like a couple, remember? And everyone else is taking their Valentine’s Day dates. And
I haven’t even seen you except at meals for about three days.”

“Are you sure you wouldn’t rather go with Lavender, Ron? The two of you seem awfully
friendly lately.” Hermione spoke hesitantly and looked at him with concern. She knew he’d
always liked Lavender and lately her roommate had seemed quite interested in him as well.

“Oh, she’s just been talking to me to arrange times to practice your net spell. I’m guarding
her, of course, and the timing is tricky — you remember how long it took the two of us to
work it out.”

“I don’t know, Ron. It looks like a bit more than that to me.”

He blushed and played with her fingers nervously. “It is for me, of course,” he admitted.
“She’s gorgeous and really... I don’t know, nice, I guess. I could talk to her for hours. I really
enjoy our sessions.” He blushed, but then looked up at her with his jaw set and a sadly
resigned look in his eyes. “But this is spectacularly beautiful Lavender we’re talking about,
Hermione. She’s probably dating someone two or three years older than we are. She was
during fourth year, remember.”

“I don’t think so; she’d have mentioned it. I don’t think she’s dating anyone. But I’ll go, if you
think I should. It will be nice to have some time with you. We’ve all been so busy lately, and
I’ve... missed you.”

“Thanks, Hermione,” Ron said, blushing slightly. “I do really love you, you know. Just not in a
girlfriend sort of way.” He seemed a little nervous and began to twist her ring.

“Oh! Don’t do that!” she said suddenly, and his eyes jerked up to meet hers, alarmed. “No, I
mean don’t twist my ring,” she said more softly. “Professor Snape gave it to me so he’d know
if I was in danger. If I twist it around, it calls him. He can Apparate to it directly, when we’re
outside Hogwarts. Here he’d have to walk, at least I assume so. Still...”

“Well, I certainly don’t want to do that. Everyone would kill me if he showed up in here.” Ron
looked horrified at the idea, but then grinned as he looked at the ring more closely. “It’s
surprisingly Gryffindor,” he said. “I’d have expected silver and a green stone. And you must
admit it’s odd to think of him being at your beck and call like that.”

“Well, I’m at his as well. He has a ring too — and it is green and silver, and he can use it to
call me if he’s in danger and needs me. Though we both know he never will.” She sighed.
“Anyway, I’ll meet you down here at quarter to ten tomorrow, okay? Now, let me just get this
Charms essay finished — maybe I’ll have a really early night. Madam Pomfrey says I need my
beauty sleep.”

Ron smiled at her affectionately, and then he bent obediently to his reading for
Transfiguration. After another quarter hour, Hermione rose and bid him good-night, squeezing
Harry’s shoulder silently as she passed the sofa where he was reading his Potions homework
with Ginny cuddled next to him, sound asleep. He grinned up at her and mouthed “good
night.” It would be good to have lunch with the three of them at the Three Broomsticks again
— they hadn’t been out of the castle grounds since the term started.

As she climbed the stairs, she realized she was not at all ready for bed. Debating whether to
nip into her study and put in a few more hours on the computer, she was overtaken by
Lavender and Parvati.

“Hermione, are you and Ron going to Hogsmeade tomorrow?” Lavender asked, and she
nodded. “Dean just asked Parvati to go with him, and we thought it’d be fun to dress up for it
together. Maybe we could even do a beauty bath tonight?”
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She laughed. It had been a long time since she’d done anything with her roommates. “You
know, sometimes I think you two only love me because I’ve got the password to the Prefects’
Bathroom,” she said, pretending to pout. “But sure — that’d be fun.”

The three girls gathered towels and changed into their dressing gowns and headed for the
Prefects’ Bathroom. Luckily, it was free, though a certain amount of perfumed water on the
floor suggested that they weren’t the first to think of primping for the next day’s excursion.
After a few minutes of debate, they filled the large central pool using a combination of the
white gardenia-scented foam, the large red bubbles that smelled like Hermione’s Valentine’s
Day roses, and the tiny violet bubbles. Removing their dressing gowns, they lounged on the
steps of the warm bath idly playing with the magical bubbles as they talked.

“What’s wrong with your waist, Hermione? You keep touching it.” Parvati looked at her
curiously.

Hermione took her hand from the multicolored binding cord. She still couldn’t quite believe the
others couldn’t see it. “Just a sore spot from the elastic of my knickers, I guess. So who are
you going to Hogsmeade with, Lavender? Or are you meeting someone there?”

The blonde girl’s face flushed a little. “Well, I was going with Parvati, but now that she’s going
with Dean, I don’t want to intrude. I’ll probably just go by myself and see who I run into.”

“Why don’t you come with us? Ron and Harry and Ginny and I are going. I’ve seen you talking
to Ron a lot lately. He’d be glad if you joined us.”

Lavender blushed more deeply. “Don’t worry, Hermione — I wouldn’t try to take away a
roommate’s boyfriend. Ron and I have just been working together on your spell a lot lately.
And I... I think you’re great together. You’ve both been through so much with Harry. And it’s
so nice that he’s not intimidated by your intelligence. I wouldn’t want to intrude on you two
either.”

“Oh, you wouldn’t be. It’s not a new relationship, like Parvati and Dean.” She paused
considering for a moment. “Actually, it’s not really a relationship at all,” she said in a lower
voice. “Ron’s sort of agreed to pretend it is as camouflage. I’m actually involved with someone
else... not a student.”

“Ooooh! An older man? Are you meeting him in Hogsmeade? How romantic!” Parvati looked
really impressed, but Hermione noticed a gleam of hope in Lavender’s eye.

“I don’t quite know yet. After all, we just found out about the weekend, and we’re forbidden to
send owls. Perhaps I’ll owl him when we get to Hogsmeade, so I can meet him later in the
afternoon.”

“Can you tell us who he is?” “Do we know him?”

Hermione considered. “You know him, but not well — he wasn’t a Gryffindor. And, no, I really
can’t tell. The relationship is not approved, so it’s pretty secret. We could both get in a lot of
trouble if it gets out.”

“So Ron’s really not interested in anyone at the moment?” Lavender looked meditative. “He
wouldn’t be willing to pretend to date you if he really wanted to date someone else, right?”

“Oh, he’s interested in someone, I’d say,” Hermione said with a wink at Parvati. “But he’s
afraid to do anything about it. You’re right — he’s not intimidated by intelligence; he’s
basically smart enough himself not to mind. But he’s really intimidated by beauty. That’s why
he hasn’t asked you out before now, Lavender.”

Parvati nodded thoughtfully. “Yeah, that’s true. Padma heard him ask Fleur Delacour to the
Yule Ball our fourth year, and she said he was absolutely panicked.”

Lavender looked at Hermione skeptically. “So you’re saying Ron thinks I’m pretty? And that’s
why he’s never said anything?”

Hermione laughed. “You are very pretty, Lavender. Don’t be modest. Although, actually, he
never said ‘pretty’; what he said just this evening was ‘gorgeous,’ ‘really nice,’ ‘spectacularly
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beautiful,’ and ‘I could talk to her forever.’ I suggested he ask you anyway, but he’s afraid
you’re probably dating some glamorous Quidditch hunk or singing star.”

“Really? Well, if you’re sure I won’t be intruding, Hermione, maybe I will join you tomorrow.”
She looked happier than Hermione had seen her... in quite a long time, it suddenly occurred to
her. And then she remembered how desperately depressed Lavender had been after the battle
of Hogsmeade. She’d thought maybe it was about Seamus, but perhaps it was about Ron.
How difficult it must have been to be worried about someone who you thought was another
girl’s boyfriend! How could she have been so obtuse?

The next morning Hermione joined her friends as they headed out of the common room. She
was feeling rather attractive in the maroon everyday robes Professor McGonagall had helped
her select, and she’d tried Rose’s spell on her hair with some success, weaving a gold ribbon
through her long French braid. (Lavender and Parvati had been impressed that she knew a
hair spell that they didn’t.) She laughed happily with Ron, Harry, and Ginny as they made
their way into the Entrance Hall. Ron was right, she thought; the trip into Hogsmeade would
be good for her. The Hall was full of chattering students and Hermione rose onto her toes,
looking around for Lavender. She had agreed to meet them there, after walking with Dean and
Parvati to make sure that their conversation got off to a good start and keep Parvati from
being nervous. She caught Hermione’s eye as they entered and Hermione waved her over.

“Ron, I asked Lavender to join us — I hope that’s okay. She was going to go with Parvati, but
then Dean asked her, and I thought...”

“Miss Granger!” The commanding voice of the Potions Master was unmistakable. “You’ve got
enough Prefects to manage your own year, I’m sure. Come help me put these third-years into
some semblance of order.”

She shot an apologetic glance at Lavender, who was grimacing sympathetically. “I’ll meet up
with you later,” she murmured, and moved quickly to help her Professor.

Professor Snape was grumbling under his breath about his lost research time. Apparently
Professor Sprout had been bitten by her favorite Venomous Tentacula that morning, and was
recovering in the hospital wing, so the Headmaster had called upon him to help. Hermione
tried to be soothing as she reorganized the third-years into the two neat lines they had been
in before Professor Snape’s appearance had caused them to scatter in terror.

She walked out with the younger students, planning to wait at the castle doors for her friends,
but Professor Snape fell into step with her and she couldn’t resist the temptation to continue
walking with him and the third-years. He carefully talked only about her abandoned honors
project for Potions, discussing the theory behind it and suggesting that she might perhaps
complete it in an intensive period of work over the Easter holidays. She’d done extensive and
frustrating work the previous fall trying and failing to create a potion that would protect the
drinker from the Imperius curse. Harry had suggested that protection against Legilimency
might be both simpler and more useful, since the Imperius curse could be fought with a well-
developed mental focus, whereas Legilimency was often more subtle and insidious, striking
unexpectedly or when the victim was tired or even asleep. Professor Snape had agreed that
such a change in the project would be practicable, since most of the theoretical background
work she’d done on strengthening the mind’s resistance could be adapted to the new project.
He now pointed out that testing would also be easier since no illegal curses would be
necessary, and suggested in a low voice that the Houndsnape Hall potions laboratory might be
a good place to work on it.

“It would be a pity were you to fail to earn honors in Potions, Miss Granger. The work can, of
course be done later, but an Occlumency Potion would be... particularly useful just now; and
of course it is always best to finish one’s schooling on time.” He looked at her sternly, but his
eyes were smiling.

Hermione smiled back and thanked him, saying that she would be very glad to resume work
on the project, if he could obtain Professor Dumbledore’s permission. They had reached the
school gates so she turned to wait for her friends; and as she politely said goodbye to her
husband and the younger students, she was amused to see the looks of terrified amazement
on the faces of the third-years. When had she stopped looking at Professor Snape like that?
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When the others caught up with her, Ron took her hand, but his attention was clearly focused
on the blond girl walking on his other side.

Lavender leaned across him sympathetically. “You’re so brave, Hermione! I’m so glad I don’t
have to take Potions with that git any more! I don’t know how you can just talk with him like
he’s a normal person. I’d be terrified.”

“Oh, he’s not so bad,” Ron said, very much to Hermione’s surprise. “When he knows you’re
interested in his subject, he can be quite interesting. And he’s a really brilliant chess player.
He almost always beats me, and it’s really helped my game.”

“When did you have a chance to play chess with him?” Lavender looked puzzled. “Surely he
doesn’t invite Gryffindors down to his rooms!”

Ron recovered smoothly. “No, of course not. But my family spent Christmas at his family
home — the librarian there is a relative of Mum’s. And there wasn’t much else to do.”

“You were at Houndsnape Hall? Wow! That’s supposed to be a really, really beautiful house.
Did you meet his great-grandfather? My grandmother goes on and on about how horrible he
was — she says our Professor Snape is nowhere near as scary. He even forced some of the
students to strip down to their underwear in front of the class as punishment!”

Hermione smiled fondly to herself, remembering Septimius’ claim. So he hadn’t been
exaggerating, then. Well, it had sounded like a practiced routine. “Undergarments were a bit
more extensive in those days, though,” she said, unable to resist defending him in his own
words.

“Well, yes, but really! Did you meet him Ron?”

“Yeah, I talked to him two or three times. He was actually almost nice, though he looked so
much like Professor Snape that it was scary. He was a very wise old man; I liked talking to
him. But he was also very ill, and he died while we were there.”

“How horrible! Though I think my grandmother will be glad to hear it, really. She absolutely
loathed him. But that must have been awful for you.”

Hermione didn’t want to think about Septimius’ death, so she released Ron’s hand and fell
back to walk with Harry and Ginny, who were so focused on each other these days that being
with them was restful. She watched as Ron’s conversation with Lavender grew more animated
and noticed that he often touched her arm to emphasize a point or steer her away from other
students on the road. After the third time he simply took her arm. Lavender tucked her hand
confidingly into the crook of his elbow, and Ron straightened a little in his pride at her trust,
Hermione was pleased to notice. Yes, she’d done the right thing — Ron needed support, too.
Their conversation had moved on to Quidditch, for which Hermione was grateful. It would be
hard for Ron to talk about Houndsnape Hall for very long without mentioning her and Harry.

They all went first to the Hogsmeade outlet of Weasley’s Wizarding Wheezes, where George
had come in from the Diagon Alley store to cope with the added traffic of a Hogsmeade
weekend for Hogwarts students. Hermione was worried about this. “How did you find out it
was this weekend?” she asked. “I thought that was supposed to be a secret. Did the
Headmaster tell you?”

“Nah,” George said. “It was on the Wizarding Wireless yesterday evening. Someone had sent a
message requesting a song for his date. The Headmaster must know something. Perhaps
there’s something else going on with... you know...”

“I hope so,” Hermione replied. Dumbledore knew nothing that he’d told Hermione about, and
she’d seen all of Snape’s reports.

Ginny and Harry departed to look at the newest racing brooms, and Ron and Lavender wanted
to buy candy, so Hermione went with them, buying some Honeydukes toffee to leave in her
study for Severus. When Ron said he wanted to go to Quality Quidditch Supplies, Lavender
discovered that she needed some wax for her broomstick. Hermione stopped off at the Post
Office, so Lavender would think she was owling her boyfriend. They’d all agreed to meet in an
hour at the Three Broomsticks.
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The Post Office was packed with students buying postcards of Hogsmeade and sending owls,
so Hermione left again rather quickly. She still had three-quarters of an hour before she
needed to be at the Three Broomsticks, so she decided to drop by a small used bookstore she
often visited, near the Hog’s Head. It was a less-than-savory part of Hogsmeade — she
supposed it was the low rent that kept the book prices so low — but they often had really
interesting things. And there were so many Aurors and other students around today that she
felt perfectly safe walking through the crowded streets, munching on some of the toffee she’d
bought.

The store was dusty and disorganized, holding a promise of overlooked treasures. Hermione
inhaled deeply, enjoying the smell of crumbling parchment and old leather. The pleasant
middle aged lady she’d talked to previously wasn’t there, but she supposed the tall, rather
stringy old man at the till might be a relative. He looked familiar, somehow. She asked about
any recently acquired books on Charms, and he nodded and silently led her further back into
the shop. As she turned to look at the books he indicated, she heard him mutter “Stupefy!”

She whirled around and had her wand up by the second syllable. “Proteg...” And then
Hermione knew no more.

~*~

It was quite dark, and there was very little air when she came to herself again, her arms and
legs bundled together in a cramped, dark space. She could feel the tightness of the ropes
binding her and realized that she had also been hexed with a Silencing charm. Stupid, stupid,
stupid. Why on earth had she wandered off alone to an obscure bookstore? Severus was going
to kill her! Dumbledore was going to kill her. She felt her ring. All right, she could call Severus
to her at any time; that was reassuring, but would it be wise? Where was she? She wasn’t in
the bookstore any longer — she’d be able to smell that old leather binding smell. No, in the
little air available to her she could smell furniture polish and hothouse flowers; a well-kept
place then. And footsteps... she could hear footsteps pacing up and down outside the place —
the... box?—where she was imprisoned. Footsteps on flagstones. Someone’s entrance hall,
perhaps, since it was too warm to be outdoors. Not a good place for Severus to appear
without warning.

The footsteps paused as a heavy wooden door creaked open. “Vincent? Is that you?” Draco
Malfoy’s voice. Was she at Malfoy Manor? And was she a prisoner of Voldemort, or just Malfoy?

“What’s going on, Draco? I had to fly here — I tried to Apparate, like you said to, but I just
bounced. It really hurt.” Vincent Crabbe sounded tired and annoyed.

“Vincent, we’ve got her!” Draco said excitedly. “Sorry you bounced, but Dad put up anti-
Apparition wards in case anyone tries to rescue her. Here, put your broom in the closet. We
don’t want her to see it and get away. Although Granger’s such a Mudblood, she can barely fly
— she’d never dare fly high enough get above the wards. Stupid little tart, she’s no good at all
on a broom.”

Anti-Apparition wards. So she couldn’t summon Severus anyway. She heard the sound of a
door opening and shutting, then another, quick, lighter set of footsteps approaching. “Where
have you put her Draco?” drawled an aristocratic voice. Merlin. That was Lucius Malfoy — very
bad news indeed.

“Mr. Nott put her in the boot chest for us. Luckily she’s small. She’s bound, Stunned, silenced,
and there’s no latch on the inside. I thought you wanted her to be a surprise, so I just left her
there when everyone started to arrive. I looked, though. She’s out cold. He said she’d be dead
to the world for another half hour or more.”

Nott. That must have been the old man. Theodore Nott’s father; that’s why he looked so
familiar. And clearly overly confident about the strength of his Stunning spells.

The quick, light steps of the older Malfoy approached the chest and Hermione had only
seconds to settle herself into the semblance of unconsciousness before the lid was lifted. It
took every ounce of her self control to prevent herself from wincing at the bright torch light
and to keep her breathing even and shallow.
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“You’re right. She’s still out. Let’s keep her here for the moment. The Dark Lord won’t like
waiting for her to wake up. But keep an eye on the chit. We want her when she’s still groggy
and disoriented, so her mind’s unprotected. Get her into the hall as quickly as you can — at
the first sign of movement. She’s looking a little blue, though,” he mused. “We don’t want her
to die before we can impregnate her; Snape would actually have to marry anyone else and the
consummation requirement would be... embarrassing for him. I’ll give her a bit more air — it
might speed things up a bit. Almost everyone is here now.”

The lid was shut again, but not fully, so there was air now. And she’d be able to hear. Okay;
think Hermione. Build a wall of impenetrable emotions. What could she logically be
preoccupied with? Well, she could focus on Lavender and Ron, heads together talking, ignoring
her. Ron touching Lavender’s arm, letting go of Hermione’s hand. Then the two of them going
off together, laughing together about Quidditch, leaving Hermione feeling left out, inadequate.
Walking sadly to a bad part of town — serve them right if something should happen to her.
Those should be believable preoccupations for the silly teenage girl they’d assume she was.

She could hear a foot tapping impatiently.

“Um... Mr. Malfoy?” Vincent Crabbe’s voice sounded thick, almost as if he were drooling. “Who
gets to impregnate her?”

The older man snorted. “Not you lot. Get that straight. You’d not want to end up aborting your
own child, and if there should be a slip up, you’d not want a filthy half-blood heir floating
around. No, it will be one of the minor half-bloods, probably several of them in sequence. They
have no need to worry about the purity of their lines. The Dark Lord wants her kept pregnant
constantly, with miscarriages every two months when the paternity would become obvious.
Eventually, of course, when we take over the Ministry, we’ll arrange to overturn that ridiculous
will. But you two will stay away from her in the meantime. Understood?”

Hermione schooled herself not to react. No wonder Severus had scoffed at her comparison of
Voldemort and Dumbledore! Dumbledore was tactless; Voldemort was ruthlessly evil.

She heard the shuffling of the young men’s feet. “Yes, sir.” “Yes, Dad. We understand.”
Malfoy’s voice sounded a little shaky, too. Surely he wasn’t lusting after her!

There was a satisfied snort of laughter from the older man. “I should hope so. You two can do
far better than this little Mudblood. Now, the moment you hear movement, get her in before
the Dark Lord. You can unbind her, that’ll be quicker and she’ll probably be quite woozy for
the first ten minutes or so — her legs will be asleep. But keep your wits about you, and keep
your wands away from her. I’ll be just inside the door. And no wine for either of you until the
Dark Lord has left.”

There were more obedient murmurs from the boys, and the light footsteps moved away down
what sounded like a long, wide corridor. Hermione began carefully to tense and release her leg
muscles so they wouldn’t be stiff. She was awake, alert, they’d not be expecting that. Perhaps
she could run for it.

“Draco, why am I here?” Crabbe said in a whiny voice. “I thought you said we were all going
to get to... you know... with the Mudblood. I mean, we could use contraceptive charms...”

“Shut it, Vincent,” Malfoy growled. “We’ll get ours later, don’t worry. Someone else, maybe.
I’ll work something out with Father.” There was a short pause before Malfoy’s voice continued,
almost softly. “I... I didn’t quire realize what they had planned for Granger. Merlin. Rape,
pregnancy, and abortion, over and over. Even Granger shouldn’t...”

Crabbe snorted loudly. “Nothing’s too bad for a Mudblood, Draco. You know that.”

The silent pacing resumed, and Hermione continued to move as vigorously as she could
without making a noise. She could feel the pins and needles receding as her blood flowed into
her fingers and toes again. Then the heavy door opened again and more footsteps sounded on
the flagstones, coming to a shocked halt before the trunk.

“Draco? Vincent? What are you two doing here?” Severus. Thank Merlin!
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“Professor Snape!” Draco sounded relieved. “We’ve got Granger, your little Mudblood bride, in
this chest! We’re supposed to present her to the Dark Lord as soon as she wakes up. I’m so
glad you got here in time.”

“I’ve only just got away — it’s been almost ten hours. The Headmaster’s had us turning
Hogsmeade upside down looking for the chit...”

Ten hours. Oh dear; she’d missed a dose of her potion. Well, that was the least she had to
worry about now. She was as ready as she’d ever be, and perhaps Severus could help her.
Hermione threw herself against the side of the chest.

“Well, Draco,” her husband drawled, “it looks as if your moment of glory has arrived.”

Hurrying footsteps and then the lid of the chest was flung open and Hermione struggled to lift
herself out of it. The boys were in their school robes, but Severus was wearing full Death Eater
robes and mask. Draco was holding her wand along with his own, she noticed. Crabbe lifted
her roughly out of the chest, and Draco chanted, “Finite Incantatum!” The binding ropes
disappeared and Draco slipped the wands into his pocket. Professor Snape came up behind
Draco, looking at her curiously. Hermione staggered forward slightly, feigning weakness and
then feeling quite genuine dizziness as her pregnancy sickness overwhelmed her. She vomited
copiously all over Draco’s robes, which despite her discomfort and the horrible taste, she
found immensely satisfying.

“Merlin, Granger! What’s wrong with you, you stupid Mudblood! These were my good robes.
We’re in a hurry!”

Hermione swished the evil tasting saliva around in her mouth to clean it, then spat again,
intentionally this time, onto Draco’s well-polished shoes. She looked up at him, smiling
insolently into his glaring face as she cleaned her mouth with the handkerchief she’d taken
from her pocket.

Professor Snape stepped forward quickly, casting cleaning charms with his wand, fussing over
Draco’s robes and holding them out to clean them more fully.

“Professor, that’s enough,” Draco protested. “We’ve got to get her in there right away. Father
said the Dark Lord needed to see her while she was still groggy from the Stunning spell.”

Snape stepped forward and began to help the two young men move her staggering down the
hall. As he put his arm behind her, she felt her wand slip into her right pocket. For a moment
she rejoiced, thinking she could Apparate away, but then she remembered that Crabbe had
had to fly in because of the wards. Suddenly, the ghost of a plan sprang into her head. Harry
had done something similar at the Triwizard Tournament. But Crabbe’s broom was a racing
broom. Could she handle it? Of course she could.

She remembered to stagger dramatically as they entered the room through the tall double
doors. It was a long, narrow stone-walled room, dimly lit by widely-spaced wall torches. About
twenty Death Eaters in masks and cloaks were scattered around it in groups, drinking from
glasses of blood-red wine that flickered in the torchlight, talking quietly amongst themselves.
At the end of the room a raised platform supported a rather tacky throne, ornately carved and
gilded. And on it sat the magical freak who called himself Lord Voldemort. She felt the removal
of Severus’s support after a few steps, but Draco and Crabbe continued to push her
relentlessly towards Voldemort. She stopped resisting them, and began walking quickly
towards him with a firm step, proudly, her chin held high. The young men fell back, and the
red eyes stared into hers. She looked back at the monstrosity silently, without flinching, and
instead of adolescent emotions about Ron and Lavender that she’d planned to show him, she
projected her bitter scorn for the insecure half-blood that had once been Tom Riddle — disdain
at his petty insecurities, his silly made-up Muggle title, his contemptible need to hurt others.
She focused on all the stupid mistakes and futile failed attempts he had made, and she
projected not anger or fear or even pity, but disgust that such a pathetic, half-blood being as
the one before her existed. The Dark Lord’s eyes widened.

“Who is this that you have brought me, Lucius?” drawled the high cold voice, its boredom a
little forced, to Hermione’s ears.
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The blond man had advanced with the two boys, while Snape had mingled with one of the
clusters of masked men. “It’s Hermione Granger, sir,” he said proudly. “My son worked out a
way to take her.”

“Hermione Granger!” The scorn in Voldemort’s voice was palpable. “You’ve made a mistake,
Lucius. Hermione Granger is a Mudblood. She wears Muggle-clothing and talks constantly and
she is pathetic. She’s a child, with huge bushy hair. This woman is not Hermione Granger!”

His eyes went back to hers, curious, almost worried. She continued to glare at him scornfully.
Despicable poseur. Filthy half-blood upstart. Foolish bumbler. Ersatz aristocrat. Wretch of a
parvenu...

The Dark Lord began to look seriously alarmed.

“I... I assure you my Lord...” Lucius sputtered, and then fell silent along with the rest of the
room as, with a last sarcastic, scornful smile, Hermione sank into her deepest and most
elegant slow curtsey.

As she reached the lowest point in her descent, she slipped two fingers inconspicuously into
her pocket and grasped her wand. Concentrating all her magical energy on what she wanted,
the broom she had seen in so many Quidditch matches, she said firmly in her head, “Accio
Crabbe’s broom!”

As she rose slowly, she heard a distant crash that was largely covered by the crescendo of
puzzled muttering among the Death Eaters. It followed by a soft humming and swishing sound
that grew louder and resolved itself into a speeding broom hurling through the open door
behind her as she stood to her full height again. She reached out to grasp it and threw her leg
over it in one fluid motion, turned instantly, and zoomed out of the room past the robed and
masked Death Eaters. She almost smashed into the wall opposite the doorway, unaccustomed
as she was to the speed of a racing broom, but she pulled up just in time and swooped down
the corridor casting Shield and Impedimenta spells behind her and a quick “Alohomora!” at the
monumental front doors of the Manor.

Once outside, she spiraled high into the sky, found the Great Bear among the constellations to
orient herself, and headed north. Holding her wand tightly, she cast warming and disillusioning
spells over herself. When she was well away, she slowed and cast a Point Me spell to
determine a more exact heading for Hogwarts. Turning in the correct direction, she bent
herself over the handle of the broom and willed it to its greatest speed. That speed was
considerable — she’d never flown so fast in her life. It was exhilarating, flying alone high in
the star-filled sky, with the dark earth and its clusters and lines of lights turning beneath her.
Again, she could see why Harry took such joy in flight. It was truly an escape from the
mundane, freedom from the annoyances of ordinary life. She thought of landing and
Apparating, but her pursuers might Apparate to the entrance of Hogwarts, too; they could
simply take her again. And hadn’t one of the wizarding pregnancy books suggested that
pregnant witches in their first trimester were likely to splinch in long-distance Apparations?
No, best to stay on her... well, Crabbe’s broom.

After a while she felt comfortable enough to reach into her pocket, where she helped herself to
a few of Severus’s chocolate toffees. The sugar helped quite a lot, and the chocolate cleared
the sour taste from her mouth. There were no signs of pursuit, but she was not taking chances
and she continued to zoom through the sky for what felt like hours. At last she saw the towers
of Hogwarts Castle in the distance, their lights reflected in the lake. She wasn’t entirely sure
where it would be safe to land, but she circled slowly towards the Astronomy Tower, and there
she saw the tall, dark figure of the Potions Master, pacing. He looked up as she dropped her
Disillusionment spell and waved. She slowed the broom and landed beside him, and was
immediately swept up into a tight embrace.

“Magnificent! You were magnificent, Hermione!” he murmured into her hair. “And thank Merlin
you got away. You have no idea what they were planning for you!” Severus held her tightly for
some time, then slowly loosened his grasp and held her away from him. “We must go inform
the Headmaster that you are safe.”

~o0o~
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Chapter 21 – Goyle's Prophecy
~o0o~

Summary: After her return to Houndsnape Hall, Hermione hears another prophecy.

~*~

Harry, Ron, and Ginny were waiting in the Headmaster’s office along with Professor
McGonagall. They were all very relieved to see Hermione, despite Professor Snape’s earlier
assurances that she had escaped and was safely on her way to Hogwarts. From their
exclamations when she and Professor Snape appeared at the top of the moving stairs, the
Professors had been very angry at her for going off by herself, and Ron and Harry had clearly
also been reprimanded for allowing her to do so.

But the results of Hermione’s abduction and escape had turned out to be very useful.
Apparently Voldemort was convinced that the wrong person had been brought to him, and it
only confirmed his opinion when she had escaped on a broom, since Malfoy and Crabbe swore
that Hermione Granger could barely get one off the ground. There had been no pursuit,
because Voldemort had been too busy punishing Lucius Malfoy for kidnapping the wrong girl
and allowing her to get her wand. Professor Snape had claimed to be unable to say whether
the woman was his student — it had all been very rushed, and his attempt to clean Draco’s
robes had unfortunately absorbed his attention; he hadn’t seen her face properly. Why should
he have looked at a Mudblood? Yes, he’d been late because Dumbledore had had him looking
for a missing student, but he’d not been told which student was missing — in fact, he wasn’t
absolutely certain it was a student at all. He’d just been asked to cast detection spells for
Apparitions. When pressed, even Draco and Crabbe couldn’t swear it had been her. And Nott
senior had never seen her before. Voldemort had been quite certain she was a pure-blood
witch.

Harry had begun concentrating on Voldemort’s emotions intently once Professor Snape had
been summoned to his master, and he had noted a peculiar surge of what almost seemed like
fear not long before Professor Snape returned. It seemed unlikely, however, and he
questioned her about it.

“I think he was a little frightened, actually,” Hermione said, “and that helped me intensify
what I was doing, though I didn’t understand quite why it should make him afraid. Surely he
wasn’t worried by the possibility that he’d taken the wrong person! After all, that didn’t bother
him with... Cedric.” She looked at Harry a bit apprehensively. He still castigated himself from
time to time over the fact that he’d been responsible for Cedric’s death.

“I can certainly testify that he looked alarmed when you stood before him, Miss Granger,”
Professor Snape said, smirking a little. “And he was very alarmed by the time you left. The
whole room found your curtsey unnerving. Lucius’ face was as white as a sheet. The Dark Lord
gave orders immediately that you should not be harmed, which was very fortunate. And he
kept muttering something about the “Pure One.” Whatever were you projecting, Miss
Granger?”

Hermione looked apprehensively at Harry and Ron.

Dumbledore interrupted. “I have mentioned to your friends that you have lately been working
on Occlumency with Professor Snape,” he said blandly. “In connection with your honors
project for your Potions N.E.W.T."

Hermione caught the warning and nodded to the Headmaster. “Very well, sir. Actually, it was
quite peculiar. While I was in the chest, I had worked out what I was going to project. I
thought jealousy of Lavender would be an understandable teenage emotion, and one that
might make Riddle underestimate me. So I remembered Ron and Lavender talking together
and holding hands, and I’d really gotten myself into a jealous, self-pitying snit — not really,
you understand, just as camouflage — and I was all ready to project that when I looked into
his eyes, and suddenly I was channeling Septimius.”

Professor Snape looked up in consternation. “Channeling? What do you mean by that, exactly?
As if my great-grandfather’s spirit possessed you? Were you in a trance?”
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“No, no, nothing like that,” Hermione replied. “I was completely myself, and on one level
planning when it would be best to summon Crabbe’s broom. But when I looked at him I
projected a kind of distillation of the thoughts I knew Septimius would have in such a situation
— biting scorn and distaste for Riddle’s stupidity and arrogance and pettiness. But the weird
thing was, one of the things I scorned him for was being a half-blood, and I showed him that I
felt vastly superior to him because of that. And, obviously, that bit wasn’t me at all.”

Professor Snape looked puzzled. “It might have come of my explanation to you about the role
that half-bloods seem to play in the Dark Lord’s organization. As I remember, I wasn’t
particularly complimentary.” He looked at Harry. “I have nothing against half-bloods, you
understand — I believe that blood status means nothing, and I can back my opinion with
statistics from almost twenty years of Potions classes — but the Dark Lord’s troops are largely
made up of half-bloods who wish desperately that they were pure-bloods. They feel more like
pure-bloods when they disparage Muggles and Muggle-borns. It is not an infrequent
phenomenon in hierarchies. For example, in a school, where seniority and experience are
valued, it is always the youngest professors who are the most anxious to differentiate
themselves from the students.”

Hermione gave Severus a quick, brilliant smile for his honesty; but then she shook her head.
“We’d talked about half-blood Death Eaters, sir, but my scorn was also inspired by what I’d
heard from Lucius Malfoy. He told Draco and Vincent Crabbe that they couldn’t have me
sexually because it might result in a ‘filthy half-blood.’ He said I would be impregnated by
several of the minor half-bloods in turn, since they had no need to worry about the purity of
their family lines. I thought that was a surprisingly disrespectful way to refer to their leader. I
mean, Lucius Malfoy knows Riddle is a half-blood. That was obvious from our conversation at
the Department of Mysteries.”

There was a long silence, during which Hermione slowly realized that they were all staring at
her in amazement. The Headmaster cleared his throat. “Perhaps,” he said carefully, “you
should tell us about this conversation — in fact, everything that happened to you before
Professor Snape appeared.”

Hermione recounted hearing the Stupefy spell, and then waking some nine hours later at
Malfoy Manor.

“You’d best see Madam Pomfrey before breakfast tomorrow,” Professor McGonagall said.

She nodded docilely, and then recounted, with a warning look at Professor Snape, the
conversation between Crabbe and Draco and Lucius Malfoy. He gripped the arms of his chair
rather tightly, but he remained seated and silent.

Hermione shook her head at the memory. “I think even Draco was shocked. After his father
left, he told Vincent Crabbe that he hadn’t known what they’d planned to do to me.”

Harry and Ron were speechless with indignation, but Dumbledore simply nodded. “I told you,
Miss Granger, that Septimius’ will would put you in a certain amount of danger. You would
really do better to be more careful. It’s true that the pattern of repeated pregnancies and
miscarriages Lucius suggested would be a way for Voldemort to claim the revenues from the
Snape Trust. It would be a brutal fate, but they would not hesitate to inflict it upon you. On no
account can we allow them to threaten you in such a way again. I fear that we must cancel
your permission to take part in future Hogsmeade weekends. I’m sorry.”

“Perhaps we can allow Miss Granger to get away from the castle again during the Easter
holidays,” Professor Snape interposed smoothly. “That way being restricted to the castle
during the term wouldn’t seem such an imposition. She was helping me deal with the third-
years on the way to Hogsmeade this morning, and I mentioned to her the possibility of
pursuing her Occlumency Potion intensively over the Easter break, possibly at Houndsnape
Hall. It would be a tremendous boon to the Order — and it might be extremely helpful in the
recruitment... the possibility we were discussing last evening.”

Hermione remembered the conversation, which had taken place in her study. Severus felt
strongly that some of the younger Death Eaters — recent graduates of Hogwarts — were
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becoming disgusted, and might be willing to turn spy. An Occlumency Potion would allow them
to do so safely, without months of training in Occlumency.

Dumbledore looked at Snape sharply. “Severus, you know...”

Professor McGonagall interrupted. “I talked with Severus about his suggestion this afternoon,
Albus. I would be quite willing to stay at the Hall as a chaperone. Mr. Potter and Mr. and Miss
Weasley might come along and do some intensive work on defense with the two of us. We
could bring in Remus from time to time to help, and possibly even start them on some Auror-
level spells, if Miss Tonks is available and willing to bend the rules a little.”

Dumbledore looked thoughtful for a moment, then nodded. “It’s a... possibility. Have any of
you children plans for the vacation?”

Harry looked at his friends. “We’d planned to get together with the others for a few days to
practice the net spell. But a whole week of intensive training with Snape, McGonagall, Tonks,
and Lupin would be great — I think I’d prefer that.” The others nodded in enthusiastic
agreement.

“We could perhaps have the participants in the net spell visit for a day or two?” Snape
suggested. “They wouldn’t be allowed to know where they were, of course.” He turned to
Dumbledore. “It might also be useful if Miss Granger’s parents were to join us for some days.
They need to be told of what she’s doing. They need to understand why she is going to give
birth to a child... and it would be better to tell them before it is born. We can hardly expect
her to keep such an experience from them.”

Hermione gasped. “That... that would be wonderful. I’ve missed them so much. I’ve told them
in e-mails that I’ve taken on a task that they may find shocking, but tried to reassure them
about it. But it would be wonderful to see them.”

Professor McGonagall put her arm around Hermione protectively and looked hard at the
Headmaster. “I think that is an excellent idea. It would be extremely useful for Hermione to
have some time with her mother at this point. Essential, actually.”

Dumbledore nodded again. “Yes, I can see the value of that. And you will be able to continue
work on your other project, Miss Granger?”

“Thank you, sir.” she said gratefully. “And I think I could probably find a place where my
laptop would work. Or perhaps some of the wards could be adjusted...”

Professor Snape assured them that this would be possible, and then Professor McGonagall
insisted that the students should return to their House, since it was long past curfew. She
called a house-elf to order a light supper in her own rooms for Hermione, who was starving.
As they parted from Professor Snape in the entrance hall, he pointed out that Hermione was
still carrying Crabbe’s broom. She gave it to him so that he could return it, but he refused to
return it with her compliments as she’d suggested. He thought it was as well to maintain the
confusion about who had actually been abducted.

“No, I think it must have been left behind a shed in Hogsmeade and found by Hagrid,” he said
with a wink at her, and then turned to descend into the dungeons.

“Professor Snape!” He turned to look up at her, his dark eyes glinting. “Thank you very much
for helping me with my flying,” she said softly, and gave him brief hug and a light kiss on the
cheek.

“Hey,” said Harry, grinning at them. “What about me? I helped, too!”

~*~

Their return to Houndsnape Hall a few weeks later was surprisingly difficult for Hermione. The
grounds were beautiful in the Yorkshire spring weather, and the pale green of the new leaves
on the trees made the whole world look young and fresh and hopeful. But she missed
Septimius terribly. He had so dominated their first visit, even after his death, that the entire
house seemed dull and empty without him. To come into the house without fear, with no old
man manipulating everyone from his deathbed, demanding perfect curtseys, and ready to
taunt her and push her into his great-grandson’s arms seemed somehow flat. Harry, Ginny,
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and Ron immediately proposed a Quidditch game, including their Professors now as a matter
of course, but Hermione felt that it was an empty exercise without the elderly face on the
balcony watching her, and was glad to yield her place to Remus Lupin when he arrived, and
watch as the three faculty members trounced the students.

As she began to work on her potion, however, her mood improved. And of course Severus put
her in the Lilac Room — in fact, he retained all of Septimius’ room assignments, as well as the
house custom of dressing very formally for one meal a day. Hermione was glad of this, as it
would not have seemed like Houndsnape Hall if they could all come to meals in their Muggle
clothes or even their school robes. She said as much to Severus and he looked at her in shock.
Clearly it had never occurred to him that life at Houndsnape Hall could be conducted more
informally.

Being with Severus again was far and away the best part of the vacation, however. Hermione
was touched and saddened by his surprise and delight when she came into his room after
retiring the first night. He had feared that, now that she had accomplished her task and was
pregnant, she would want nothing more to do with him physically. When she scoffed at the
idea, he undressed her carefully and laid her on the bed. As he gently stroked her swollen
belly with something like awe, he told her she was the most beautiful woman he had ever
seen. Then he made love to her with a tenderness that left her feeling very precious indeed.

Thereafter, both of them retired quite early most evenings, lying in bed together, talking or
reading to each other. Sometimes they made love and other times they just held each other.
Hermione began to feel that Professor McGonagall was right — this safe, warm feeling was far
deeper and more important to her happiness than the giggly tremblings she had felt with Ron
or Viktor. And of course she now knew that Severus could make her tremble as well, and he
did so often. They were much together during the day as well, in the potions lab and in the
library, while their potions were simmering. Severus got down the family photo albums, and
Hermione giggled over pictures of him as an extremely serious baby, as a surprisingly
attractive small child, as a gawky teenager, and then as a young man, looking defeated and
infinitely sad at his coming of age party, only days before he took the Dark Mark.

The other students involved in the net-casting spell spent Sunday and Monday at the Hall to
practice their timing. Hermione supervised them for the first few hours on Sunday morning,
but after that Professor McGonagall took over, so that Hermione and Severus could take a
picnic into the woods for lunch. Severus had to keep out of sight, so that the visiting students
would not know he was in the house, much less that the house was his. Hermione noted that
all the openwork greyhounds had vanished for those two days, replaced with geometric
designs. Only the dogs in the mosaic floor of the little fountain in the entrance hall remained.

After finishing Mrs. Pierre’s sumptuous picnic lunch, they walked along a narrow sun-dappled
path to the site of their bonding. He showed her that the altar indeed was surrounded by
standing stones, which were now surrounded by forest, some distance beyond the edge of the
clearing. Afterwards, they stood holding hands in front of the altar, and Hermione felt the
depth of her affection for Severus. She had been calm and sure at the bonding, but now her
certainty about the rightness of their decision was as solid as the altar rock itself and as
deeply rooted as the trees that flanked it. He released her hands and put one arm around her
waist and the other on the swell of her belly, and she leaned her head against his shoulder.

He murmured softly into her ear. “I love you, Hermione, and I shall love our child. In the
midst of all this turmoil and pain, I’ve never known such happiness.” She smiled up into his
eyes, reflecting his happiness with her own, but she still said nothing.

Even after the other students left, she continued to spend as much time as possible with
Severus. Ginny took her aside at one point and asked rather resentfully how she had
convinced McGonagall to allow her to be alone with Professor Snape so much. Ginny had been
warned that the portraits were watching her and would report any irregular behavior, and she
and Harry felt this was unfair when Hermione was allowed to spend hours alone with Professor
Snape. Their relationship was clearly progressing quickly, and they were annoyed that
Professor McGonagall and Professor Snape often interrupted them, particularly when no one
objected to Professor Snape’s hours alone with Hermione.
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Hermione sighed in exasperation. “Just think about it, Ginny. What is the worst he could do?
Make me pregnant? That’s already happened. Seduce and abandon me? No, because I’ve
already got his written promise of marriage. I think Professor McGonagall considers us
engaged at this point, and the dangers that chaperones usually worry about simply don’t
apply. Our circumstances are just different.”

Not only did the family portraits fail to report her “irregular behavior” with Severus, Hermione
noticed, but they no longer taunted her when she was alone as they had done during her first
visit. Tertius and Louisa, Septimius’ grandparents, were old friends of course. They now hung
in the library, and Louisa often asked her about her pregnancy when they were alone. But the
other portraits were also quite polite, if formal, and often asked after her health as well. She
mentioned this to Severus and she explained that she was now a Snape, and bearing the
family’s heir, and that the portraits had accepted her as a member of the family. At her
request, he introduced her to each of them, and she curtsied and made an effort to learn the
family stories that they told her. If she sometimes referred surreptitiously to a family tree
she’d copied from one of the genealogy books, no one was rude enough to reproach her.

When the other students left, Severus asked her to stop doing the charm that disguised her
pregnancy, which was growing surprisingly prominent. Minerva beamed when she noticed this,
and Lupin winked at her. Severus was very pleased as well, and became quite insufferably
possessive for a few days. Harry, Ginny, and Ron were a bit abashed at first — taken aback to
see such visible proof that she was carrying Professor Snape’s child and by his obvious
pleasure in the fact. After a few awkward minutes, however, Ginny asked her hesitatingly how
big the child was at this point, and Hermione pulled out her pregnancy books and explained.
They all looked at the pictures agreed that Hermione looked much larger than the diagrams in
the books. Ron even teased her about using the baby as an excuse to get fat, but Hermione
assured them that Madam Pomfrey had told her that she was right at the ideal weight gain at
this point, and had urged her not to try to eat less.

~*~

Wednesday night Hermione was excited, as Professor McGonagall would be escorting her
parents to the house late the next morning, the first time she’d seen them in almost a year.
They would stay until the whole party departed for Hogwarts on Sunday. She was having
trouble lying still in bed and reading — she kept jumping up to go and check on things in their
rooms or add to her list of things she wanted to talk with them about.

Eventually Severus put his book on the night table, snorting in mild exasperation. “Come here
and stop bouncing, Hermione,” he said authoritatively, and she obediently dimmed the lights
and curled up next to him with her head on his shoulder. “Now, tell me how much of all this
you want to tell your parents, and how long you think it will take you to work up the nerve to
do so.”

“All of it, of course,” she said, raising her head, puzzled. “Before lunch, if there’s time. I don’t
want to keep it from them any longer than I’ve had to.”

“You aren’t worried that they’ll be angry?” he looked extremely skeptical. “Your father won’t
want to duel with me?”

“No, of course not!” she said laughing. “They’re quite reasonable people, really. They won’t be
angry with us. They may be quite irritated with Dumbledore, and they’ll be sorry to have
missed the bonding... and Dad will probably be a bit flustered by the baby, until he realizes
that you have enough money that I won’t have to abandon my career to work to support it. I
think he worried about that quite a lot when I was dating Ron. And the age difference may
disturb them both, but they’ll deal with it. They won’t mention it to us, particularly since our
binding is a fait accompli.”

Severus sighed. “And you’ll tell them that, too? What a blessing it must be to be able to trust
one’s parents to be rational. Mine would have skinned me alive... and argued violently about
which technique to use as they did so. Would you like me to be there?”

“Of course,” she said incredulously. “My father will probably want to ask you about money and
things like that, just to reassure himself. Perhaps we can ask Mr. Rookwood to dinner one
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evening, so they can do the formal discussion of your circumstances? I’d like to see him
anyway.”

“Easily; I have several matters to discuss with him as well. I’ll send him an owl tomorrow
morning, if you remind me. But now, I think it would be best for us both to have an early
night. I...” Severus suddenly clutched the Dark Mark on his forearm. “Damn. His usual horrible
timing. Can you tell Minerva to send a message to Albus at Hogwarts, Hermione? He’ll
probably want to spend the night. I’ll alert Timothy. You’d best wait back to the Lilac Room, in
case Albus checks. I’ll send Timothy to you when I return, if I’m unable to come myself.”

He kissed her affectionately, and then began to dress. Hermione could tell he was in some
sense already gone, so she pulled her dressing gown around her, and went off to find Minerva.
She slipped into the Potions lab and made up two vials of the anti-Cruciatus potion, and then
she settled down on her sofa with a cup of cocoa that Timothy had brought her and an old
Charms text she’d found in the library. The difficulty of deciphering the handwriting and the
early medieval French helped to distract her from wondering what was happening to Severus.

It was almost midnight when Minerva startled her with a soft knock at her door. “Come with
me, Hermione. Severus is back safely. We’re in Albus’s room. There has been a new
development, and it concerns you specifically.”

Timothy had given the Headmaster a large room on the winter courtyard, the Birch Room,
which was decorated in various shades of dark gray, silver, and white. It made an impressive
setting for the old man in his long white beard and deep purple robes, but as the gentlemen
rose, Hermione had eyes only for the wizard in black standing behind the Headmaster. She
went to him immediately, kissed him softly on the lips and relaxed into his tight embrace.
When she opened her eyes, Minerva McGonagall was smiling at them sentimentally. The
Headmaster was glaring at Severus.

“Professor Snape,” he said coldly. “You are ignoring my clearly expressed orders. Miss Granger
is not to be approached until after her graduation. She must be left to choose freely. She is
too young and too circumscribed by her role as a student to choose rationally now.”

Severus dropped his arms immediately, but Hermione tightened her own embrace and glared
up at the Headmaster. “Professor Dumbledore, don’t you dare talk about leaving me free
choice. I’m an adult. We’ve been all over this, and you know quite well that you only worry
about freedom of choice when we refuse to make the choices you want us to.”

Severus and Minerva snorted appreciatively, and the Headmaster bristled angrily. “How can
you say that, Miss Granger, when we...”

Minerva laid her hand on Dumbledore’s arm. “Hermione has made her choice, Albus. Anyone
can see that. They have ruthlessly suppressed any sign of their mutual affection at school, and
I think we can ask no more of them. Here, in Severus’ own house, she should be allowed to be
who she is: Severus’ promised bride. Their path is difficult enough as it is, and they will both
need all the support they can give each other in the next few months.”

The Headmaster shook his head and looked hard at Hermione. “A schoolgirl crush can offer
little support for a grown man, and the turmoil of such a difficult relationship may distract
Severus from his vital tasks in this war. And should the outcome of the war prove... unhappy
for him, you will be badly hurt, child.”

Again, Professor McGonagall answered for her. “You sound like an over-cautious maiden aunt,
Albus. They’ll be fine, both of them. And Hermione’s parents will be joining us tomorrow. If
anyone has anything to say about her relationship with Severus, they will be the ones to say
it. Now, didn’t you say that we had something important to discuss?” She sat down in one of
the armchairs with an air of decision.

Dumbledore nodded, though he still looked unconvinced. With a sheepish glance at the old
man, Severus replaced his arm around Hermione’s waist and led her to the sofa. The
Headmaster sat in the other armchair and sighed, then looked hard at Hermione again.
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“There has been a prophecy, Miss Granger, and it concerns you closely.” She looked up
sharply, but answering the look in his eye, she said nothing. “It was made over a year ago, on
Valentine’s day, in the presence of Tom Riddle and Lucius Malfoy.”

“But... how could Professor Trelawney...”

“It was not made by Professor Trelawney, but by her second cousin, Gregory Goyle, your
classmate’s father. It explains many things, among them the fear that Voldemort felt when
you were brought into his presence a few weeks ago, and why he did not prevent your escape.
But it raises even more questions.” His eyes continued to bore into hers, clearly willing her not
to reveal the other prophecy.

She nodded her understanding. How peculiar that her first transfiguration, Trelawney’s
prophecy and this other prophecy should all have been nearly simultaneous! It certainly made
it clear that she played an important role in both of them. “May I hear this prophecy, sir?
Should I apply to the Department of Mysteries?”

“No, your name will not be on it, though your identity will be clear enough to any Order
member and most of your friends. Luckily, it has been kept very closely secret; Lucius only
showed his memory of it to Severus tonight on Tom’s order, and Severus had to swear an
Unbreakable Vow not to speak of it or write about it to anyone other than Lucius and Tom
himself, nor to put it in a Pensieve. Lucius has taken the same sort of Vow, so the prophecy
should not become generally known.”

Hermione gasped. “An Unbreakable Vow? But... but that’s horribly Dark! If it’s broken,
Professor Snape will die! So how do you know...”

Dumbledore smiled. “I can take the memory directly from Severus’ mind into my own via
Legilimency, if he allows me. And of course Tom did not realize that Severus would allow me
access to it. He has done so, however, and it now resides in my mind as well; I will show it to
you in a moment. But it would be best if Severus left the room, now; and for his own safety,
obviously, the two of you must never mention it to him. You must be very careful to avoid
even a casual reference to the subject, since if he should inadvertently answer you without
thinking, he would die instantly.”

Hermione looked up at Severus in alarm, and he squeezed her hand reassuringly. Then he
carefully laid both his hands on the swell of her abdomen for a moment, smiling deeply and
calmly into her eyes. When he had removed them, he rose and left without another word.

“Now, it would be best if both of you tried to forget that Severus is the source of this
knowledge,” the Headmaster continued. “You should think of the prophecy as between the
three of us, and as something to be kept secret from him. I should hope that you will have few
occasions to speak with him after this week, Miss Granger, although if your parents approve
this ridiculous engagement tomorrow, as Minerva seems to expect, the next few days may
prove difficult for you — and dangerous for him.”

He took his wand and withdrew a long silvery strand from his head, and deposited it into the
Pensive that sat on the table beside him. When he swirled the contents, a ghostly figure of a
large, rather unattractive man arose from it, his coarse, bristly hair forming a widow’s peak
low on his forehead and his confused expression reminding Hermione vividly of her classmate.
His head fell back and he began to speak in the toneless grating voice that she recognized
from Professor Trelawney’s prophecies.

"The Serpent and the Phoenix circle and plot, but their battle shall nonetheless hang by a
thread... The Pure One shall be the key, the Web Spinner, the Lioness heavy with cubs... And
the Phoenix shall twice attack her purity; and, undefended, it shall be lost. And thrice must
she defy him, if he is to conquer the Serpent, and the Serpent shall be crippled by that which
cripples her... The battle between the Serpent and the Phoenix shall hang by a thread... "

The figure sank into the Pensieve again and Dumbledore replaced the memories into his head.

Hermione looked at Professor McGonagall. “Cubs,” she said flatly. “Cubs, plural. Merlin!
Madam Pomfrey promised me I would not have twins. I knew there was a reason I was so
much bigger than the books said I should be. Twins!”
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Professor McGonagall rose and moved to sit where Severus had been sitting. She put an arm
around Hermione’s shoulders. “You aren’t having twins, dear; you’re having triplets. That’s
why Poppy’s been looking after you so carefully. That’s why she knew... knew your morning
sickness would be worse than usual. She didn’t want to worry you with it until you’d got over
the shock of giving birth at such a young age... I’m sorry.”

Hermione caught what her Professor had managed to keep from saying out loud. Of course.
Madam Pomfrey knew that only two eggs were implanted; as soon as her spell revealed three
babies, she knew they had not followed Dumbledore’s instructions. That’s why her anger with
Hermione had evaporated so suddenly. Hermione glanced at Professor Dumbledore, who had
obviously known as well. He had not paid enough attention to the details of the procedure to
reach the same conclusion Madam Pomfrey had. Hermione took a deep breath. “It’s a shock.
And Severus...”

“Miss Granger, you may not tell Severus... Professor Snape about the triplets.” Dumbledore’s
face was shocked. “It isn’t your place. You are not the children’s true mother. And he’ll be
worried and unhappy—perhaps even angry. It may impair his effectiveness.”

“No, he won’t be angry,” Hermione answered calmly. “He knows already it’s at least two—he
has heard the prophecy, after all—and he accepts them and will cherish them. That’s why he
put his hands on my belly and looked at me so pointedly before he left, I’m sure. There’s no
reason he shouldn’t know the exact number.”

“And after all, Albus,” Professor McGonagall said with a twinkle, “the prophecy does say she
has to defy you.”

“Only three times, however. And the rescue of Miss Weasley eighteen months ago certainly
counts as one of them. However, we’ll get to this later. I’ll just summarize the discussion that
followed Severus’ seeing the prophecy, as Voldemort rambled on for several hours. He has
clearly allowed Severus to know about the prophecy because he wants his help in finding out
who the Pure One is. Voldemort is quite certain that the term “Pure One” refers to a pure-
blood witch, of course, since there is only one kind of purity in his mind. When you were
brought before him a month ago, the thoughts you projected and the Gryffindor colors you
wore convinced him that you were the Lioness, the woman in the prophecy, as indeed you are,
of course. But that explains both his alarm and the fact that he did not interfere with your
escape, as he certainly might have done — he feared that any pain he caused the Pure One
would somehow cripple him.”

He smiled at her. “That’s one bit of good news. He has also strictly forbidden his Death Eaters
to cause any pain at all to the woman who escaped, and he’s threatened them with very harsh
punishment if they do so. This was at the general meeting, so Severus was able to tell me
about it. He said the order was very vague, and it seems likely enough that the Death Eaters
will be hesitant to harm you, since they fear you may also be the mysterious woman.”

“But that’s not logical at all. They should know that if it was a pure-blood, it wasn’t me, and if
it was me, it wasn’t a pure-blood.”

“But they don’t know the prophecy, or even that there is a prophecy, so they don’t know why
Voldemort is protecting you or whoever he thinks you are. And Voldemort himself is very
confused. He had some strange idea that the mysterious woman might be Andromeda Tonks,
since she was a Gryffindor, and I think he has confused Andromeda and Arachne--the man is
surprisingly illiterate, sometimes. But Severus was able to show him what she looks like, and
now he’s not sure of anything. But he clearly thought you were an adult...”

“I am an adult, sir.”

“Yes, of course. I meant a fully qualified witch, well beyond her school years. That’s an
advantage, because he is assuming as a result that “pure” cannot possibly refer to virginity.
But it clearly does refer to your sexual purity, since that is what I twice attacked and what you
did not defend when you asked Healer Doré to collect your virgin’s blood. And he seems to
know nothing whatsoever about the net spell, so he will never connect that with you. Severus
tells me that the trapped wizards who escaped — Dolohov has still not completely recovered
from Ginny’s attack, by the way — described it to him as a kind of charm-freezing spell. They
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didn’t see the net at all. So we may all rejoice that he is completely on the wrong track. The
reference to crippling him is hopeful, but that will show itself in time, and at the moment
Voldemort’s knowledge of that line in the prophecy will offer you a certain amount of
protection. It complements, as I’m sure you noticed, certain other intelligence I have shared
with you. And it tends to confirm your interpretation of that intelligence.”

Dumbledore looked at her sharply. “Now, Miss Granger, apart from our disagreement about
your relationship with Professor Snape, we have been working together well of late. I can see
no reason why you should defy me rather than explain your reasoning to me. And I would
encourage you, as I said, not to defy me unless you have no alternative. Judging from the
only occasion that has thus far occurred, it will be a serious situation where you are very
certain that I am completely wrong, as I was then. And while I freely admit that I am wrong
from time to time, I would advise you to be very careful. You must not decide to defy me
simply because you want to fulfill the prophecy. Prophecies can be dangerous that way.”

“I understand, sir. I will try to be careful,” Hermione said meekly, looking at the floor and
hoping that her Occlumency skills were sufficient to hide the fact that she had already defied
him a second time. That defiance was also well considered and right, she realized. The third
time would have to be something similar.

Professor McGonagall stood. “Miss Granger and I should really retire, Albus. I have to fetch
her parents in the morning, and she has to explain to them why she is engaged, is eighteen
weeks pregnant with triplets, and hasn’t mentioned this to them in her e-mails. It’s going to
be a very long day.”

The Headmaster rose and smiled sadly. “Indeed. I shall join you all for dinner tomorrow, I
think. Perhaps I can have a word with Miss Granger’s parents as well. Good night to you
both.”

Hermione returned to her room and quickly typed the prophecy into her laptop. She would
have to remember to ask the Headmaster to show it to her again to check it. She pondered
the typed words for a few moments then called up Trelawney’s prophecy, which must have
been made at exactly the same time. Three children. The three. She thought hard for a
moment, but she was too tired to make sense of it now.

As she looked over at her bed, where Crookshanks was already sleeping peacefully, she heard
a light tap. She went quickly to the door to the corridor just as another light tap sounded. She
cast a Colloportus spell and a Silencing spell on the door behind the cheval glass, in case
Severus should get impatient and come to see if she was in her room. Then she opened the
door to find Albus Dumbledore in a dressing gown looking surprisingly furtive and nervous. He
seemed quite relieved to see her still fully dressed.

“Ah, Hermione! May I come in and talk for just a moment? I’m sorry to disturb you in your
room, but... Good, I see you have a sitting area. Excellent.”

“Come in, sir. You aren’t disturbing me at all. I was just going to shut down my laptop. Please
come in and make yourself comfortable.”

“What a lovely room! A token of affection from your host, I presume?”

“Yes, sir. From Septimius. Professor Snape has simply let us all stay in the rooms we had
before.”

“I see. Well, I shall not keep you long, but I wanted to speak with you privately for a moment
about this new prophecy and how it relates to the one you and I have already discussed.”

“Of course, sir. I’ll leave the two prophecies up on my screen for us to refer to then.” She
brought the laptop to the sitting area and placed it on the low table in front of the table so
that Dumbledore could see it, and she seated herself on the floor at his feet, leaning back
against the sofa. “What do you think we can add to its interpretation?”

Dumbledore stared at the two prophecies on the glowing screen. “Those look quite correct. It’s
useful to look at them this way.” He looked up at Hermione and smiled. “As I said during our
discussion with Minerva, it is now clear that you are the Lioness. I think it very unlikely that
the two prophecies can refer to two different Lionesses: they were delivered by blood relatives
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on February 14, 1996 at approximately the same hour you first transformed into a lioness,
according to Professor McGonagall. You are clearly the Lioness in the Goyle prophecy,
therefore you must also be the Lioness in Professor Trelawney’s. Your evidence for identifying
yourself as Trelawney’s Lioness is clearly stronger than I originally thought. In view of this
second development, do you think you could share this information with me now, Hermione?”

“No sir, I’m afraid I can’t.”

“You no doubt realize,” he observed mildly, “how very annoying it is for me not to have all the
pieces of so crucial a puzzle.”

“I do, sir, and I’m sorry.” Hermione realized, rather surprisingly that she was, in fact, sorry. “I
have lived in that state for the past three years, so I know the frustrations involved. I’m not
trying to retaliate, sir; I simply cannot tell you. In a way, we seem to have exchanged places;
you must be equally aware how annoying it is for me not to be able to discuss the information
I have with someone. But I can’t tell you about what I know, and no one else knows the
prophecy.”

Dumbledore nodded his acquiescence as if her answer had been no more than he expected.
“We shall have to discuss the prophecy without your information then. I would appreciate it if
you could tell me, however, if your information rules out an interpretation I suggest.”

“Of course, sir.”

“Excellent. We are fortunate to have both sides of what seems to be essentially the same
prophecy. The date and the reference to you as the Lioness tie them together. There is also a
reference in both prophecies to the fact that the Lioness is pregnant. I suggest that both
prophecies also refer to the same incident in which Voldemort will be subdued. In the first, the
sharing of an ancient pain brings him two his knees, and in the second, he is crippled by that
which cripples her. Does any of your information bear on that supposition?”

“No, sir, it doesn’t; but that seems quite logical. Does the fact that these three points are
common to both prophecies mean those are the most important points? Me, my pregnancy,
and debilitating pain that will be shared with Voldemort?”

“It’s possible. There is also the repetition of “thrice”; in Trelawney’s prophecy the spell will be
augmented three times, and in Goyle’s you will defy me three times. Can it be, somehow, that
each time you defy me, you add to the strength of a spell? But I can think of no spells that
operate in this manner.”

“Well, three is a sort of magical number, I suppose. Or they could both just be allusions to the
fact that I’m going to have triplets, without referring to any effect the triplets might have. I
mean, they might augment a spell, if they were born and old enough to reinforce my magic
with their own, but I can’t connect them with defying you at all, particularly since we know the
first defiance had nothing to do with them. So they probably don’t have anything to do with
the reinforcing of the magic, either. The fact that things happen in threes probably refers to
the triplets; but since they’re not involved in the defiance, they probably aren't involved in the
augmentation of the spell either.”

“Very well put, Hermione. I had reached the same conclusion myself. Next we might look at
what is different about the two prophecies. As you know, prophecies sometimes contain
elements of self-fulfillment. It is important that they be made to certain people; the audience
affects their outcome. For example, if Trelawney’s prophecy had been made to Voldemort and
Malfoy, Malfoy, at least, would have recognized that the Greyhound was Severus, and he
would probably have been killed.”

Hermione winced, and Dumbledore shot her an apologetic glance. After a moment’s silence,
she answered in a calm voice. “So the spell that was given us stresses the binding and the
sharing of the magical heritage, because it is that part that forced you to act as you did. The
last two lines seem to me to say the same thing—they probably refer to the time after the fall
of Voldemort, when the triplets will do something to help Muggle-born witches and wizards. So
I don’t think we have to worry about them at all.”
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Dumbledore nodded. “That seems likely to be correct. It would make the Trelawney prophecy
chronological: first the binding, then bringing Voldemort to his knees, and finally the
achievement of a better role for Muggle-borns in our society. It was clearly sent to us to
encourage us in a difficult time and, as you say, to inspire me to arrange the I.V.F. with
Elizabeth.”

“Maybe so, sir,” Hermione said, nodding. She was finding the opportunity to work this out with
Dumbledore extremely stimulating. She no longer felt the least bit sleepy. “And you think the
second prophecy will manipulate Voldemort in the same way?”

Dumbledore smiled. “The Goyle prophecy stresses the closeness of the battle; at both the
beginning and the end it uses the same metaphor to stress that. Within that frame are four
statements. The first two identify you by a collection of attributes and actions. All of these
things have come to pass. The third statement, regarding your defiance has been partially
fulfilled. And the fourth refers, as we have agreed to the shared pain. But how would these
statements be understood by Voldemort, do you think?” He smiled at her invitingly.

Hermione thought for a moment and then her eyes widened. “He won’t only have
misinterpreted the part about purity — he will have misinterpreted the whole thing! The first
and last statements describe a crucial moment, when the battle could go one way or the
other. They’ll be encouraging — the battle will be close. At that crucial moment, a pure one
will arise, me. He thinks it means I am a pure-blood and that the purity of my heritage has
been attacked and lost because of you. Perhaps he thinks that you’ve forced me somehow to
marry a Muggle or a Muggle-born, tainting my blood? So I should be really angry with you.
And he thinks that by defying you, it means I’ll be coming over to his side, and he should
accept me, so I’m not forced to defy you three times. And the final clause warns him not to
hurt me because by hurting me, he’ll hurt his own chances!”

“Well done, Hermione. Very well done. So these two prophecies have deluded both me and
Voldemort. That’s not surprising. It is the nature of prophecies to twist and manipulate us, so
that we bring about events we don’t anticipate. But this is very hopeful. The prophecy seems
to have deluded me into creating the proper circumstances for a binding between you and
Professor Snape, into fulfilling the prophecy, in short. And Goyle’s prophecy has deluded
Voldemort into doing the same thing, although the outcome is actually to his detriment.”

“Does this mean you’ll support a marriage between me and Professor Snape then, sir?”

“Not until after you’ve graduated. I’m sorry — it simply can’t be allowed. And there’s plenty of
time. As we discussed, all the signs point to an August or even a September confrontation with
Harry. You will have all of July after your graduation. And perhaps your advanced state of
pregnancy at that point explains the very limited guest list outlined in the prophecy. But when
I speak to your parents tomorrow, I should warn you that I will continue to argue against a
marriage. I have been so vehement upon the subject that I will not be able to change my
mind all at once. I do not want Severus connecting this new prophecy with anything else.
However, I will allow your parents to convince me eventually.

“And it really will be quite easy to argue with them; I still fear that the prophecy may be
forcing you into an unequal and inappropriate binding — one that you will regret. However,
since it is a binding rather than a marriage conducted by the Ministry, it will be valid for only a
year unless you and Severus have a child together. You will probably find Severus averse to
having more children. Most pure-blood families prefer to have only one or two children, and he
will already have three with Elizabeth.”

“Are you still hoping that he and Mrs. Yves will ultimately marry, sir?” Hermione tried to keep
the impatience and resentment out of her voice.

“No, that is apparently not going to be possible. Elizabeth is pregnant and has been for some
time.”

“Oh. Well, that’s good for her, isn’t it sir? Congratulations.” Hermione didn’t quite know what
to say. The Headmaster stood, thanked her for her patience, and apologized for the lateness
of the hour. She bid him goodnight and shut down her computer after a last look at the
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prophecies. When she was ready for bed, she warded the door and took the passage behind
the cheval glass to her husband’s room.

Severus was asleep, but he’d left a side of the bed for her, so she climbed carefully into it. She
propped her head on her hand and looked into his face for a moment. Three children. She and
Severus were going to have three children. A family. She smiled gently at the relaxed face of
the sleeping man, or what she could see of it through his fine, limp hair. He would be an
excellent father, she decided. As he was an excellent husband and excellent lover.

Hermione started, suddenly, as she realized one more thing that both prophecies shared. They
both dealt, she realized, with the bonds between Severus and herself. Trelawney’s prophecy
dealt with their binding and the shared sense of family that Septimius had created in them
both with his gift of ancestral magic. Goyle’s prophecy was more focused on her (perhaps to
protect Severus’ identity?), but it also dealt with the undefended sacrifice of purity that a wife
made when she entered a marriage. And, she realized, in both cases, the hearers,
Dumbledore and Voldemort, had misinterpreted those ties as evidence for purity of blood. Just
as Voldemort had mistaken references to sexual purity and its sacrifice for references to a
pure-blood heritage, so Dumbledore had assumed that shared magic and the binding ritual in
Trelawney’s prophecy implied purity of blood.

Love and marital ties, it seemed, were relevant. Blood heritage was not. Perhaps those two
final lines about the Muggle-born were not as separate from the meaning as she’d thought.

It was some time before Hermione was able to go to sleep.

~o0o~
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Chapter 22 – The Occlumency Potion
~o0o~

Summary: Hermione's parents visit her at Houndsnape Hall and learn what she's been up to.

~*~

“Well, Hermione,” Charlotte Granger said with a sigh, standing and looking out the diamond
panes of the drawing room window and down into the front garden. “I can certainly see why
the two of you have made the decisions you have, and I can’t fault you for any of them, but
you must admit we have a right to be rather shocked. Even with Minerva McGonagall’s
warnings that we should prepare ourselves for some major news, this is quite a lot to take in
all at once.”

“It is indeed,” Robert Granger agreed, setting down his coffee cup. “Frankly, Hermione, I think
you and Professor Snape showed great restraint in not resorting to violence. Dumbledore was
impossibly arrogant, particularly given that we had specifically entrusted him with your health
and safety. You were both treated very badly indeed. I am gravely disappointed in the
Headmaster. He showed no consideration for your very reasonable moral scruples, and his
willingness to sacrifice the magical power of one of his students strikes me as unforgivable.”

“That was what Professor McGonagall said...” Hermione began, when Severus interrupted.

“To be fair, Mr. Granger, I don’t think Headmaster Dumbledore has the slightest inkling of the
magical sacrifice involved. And we have tried not to enlighten him. His niece is undergoing the
same procedure, and her parents fear that if he knows what is involved he will use his position
as head of the family to stop her from making the sacrifice. He does not approve of the young
woman’s husband. But, as Hermione pointed out at the time, it was irresponsible of him to
insist on the procedure when he had such a vague idea of what it entailed. He is rather
overburdened with problems at the moment, however.”

“Humph,” Robert snorted. “If he can’t handle all his responsibilities, he should get an
assistant. It’s not really an excuse, you know. Someone who demands absolute obedience
from his troops has to look out for them. If he insists that they surrender their autonomy to
him for the sake of the common good, their welfare becomes his responsibility.” He sank back
onto the sofa with an unhappy grimace and stared around the sunny room.

Hermione’s parents had arrived at Houndsnape around ten, and she and Severus had met
them in the entry and invited them into the drawing room for coffee while the house-elves
unpacked their luggage. The room was quite pleasant and calming. Large cheerful bouquets of
spring flowers in vases on every table echoed the colors of the flowers that filled the terraces
surrounding the lawn below the window and overflowed from the urns on the terrace outside
the open French doors at the end of the room. The spring sunlight streamed through the tiny
diamond-shaped window panes and glittered on the dark wood and the gilded picture frames.
Severus’s ancestors looked down at her Muggle parents rather curiously, she realized, but
they were being polite. Hermione looked at her parents, too, and willed them to understand.

“It’s just all very hard to take in — all this subterfuge and secrecy,” Charlotte sighed again,
returning to sit next to her husband on the sofa. “And you say even now, Harry and Ron are
unaware of your marriage. That must have been difficult for you, dear. I would have thought
you would have insisted on their presence at the wedding. And ours.”

Hermione smiled sadly. “I know, Mum; I’m so sorry. I think Harry and Ron know, really —
they just don’t want to face it, and I don’t want to rub their noses in it. And I’m sure Ginny
does, though she hasn’t said anything either. If everything hadn’t been so rushed and secret, I
would have insisted on having them all at the ceremony — and you too, of course, though
Professor McGonagall did her best. Perhaps, if Severus agrees, we can have a Muggle wedding
when the war is over and we can afford to acknowledge the marriage.”

“Right, dear,” her father said sardonically, “a lovely ceremony with your three children as your
attendants. No, I don’t think re-enactments are very helpful. Perhaps we can have a
christening or something like that... a naming ceremony, anyway, if circumstances allow.
There are a lot of people who would be honored to be godparents, and three children should
give you quite a bit of scope for that.”
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Hermione smiled. “Perhaps; if we can ever agree on the names.” Then she was suddenly
struck by an idea, and she turned to Severus excitedly. “Can Muggles use a Pensieve? It would
be wonderful if my parents could see the ceremony that way! Or did Professor Dumbledore
take the one he used last night back to Hogwarts with him?”

“No, that was great-grandfather’s.” Severus smiled at her enthusiasm. “I don’t know whether
they would actually be able to go into the memory, but I cannot see that it could put them in
any danger to try. At worst they could watch from above, or you can draw the participants to
the surface.”

“Oh, that would be wonderful. Mum, Dad, if this works, you can actually watch the binding in
my memories. It’s very realistic. And I could come with you and explain anything you didn’t
understand — as far as I understand it myself.”

They looked interested, but suddenly Charlotte’s brow furrowed. “Binding? So you were bound
rather than married? I’ve heard some of the older witches at the safe house talking about
that. That’s permanent, isn’t it, once the children are born? No divorce?”

“That’s correct, Mrs. Granger,” Severus replied. “It was a risk, but we both felt that we were
quite well suited in our interests and temperaments. And from our... experience of each other
since the binding, I, at least, feel even more certain that we need not fear permanence.
Separation, of course, is always possible; and, if the parties agree, it is even possible to
contract a legal marriage with another partner, though one can only be bound to one person.
And, of course, Hermione would be able to remarry again after my death. The marks of the
binding cords would disappear when she ceased to grieve. A binding was really the only
solution at the time, since secrecy was so essential. Albus and the Dark Lord both have many
contacts at the Ministry, but a binding does not need to be registered officially to be valid. If
anything were to happen to me, and given my undercover work for Dumbledore, this is not at
all impossible, Hermione need only reveal her binding cords to receive full rights as my wife.”

Mr. Granger nodded approvingly. “Yes, I can see that. But what would those rights be,
Professor Snape? The money your great-grandfather left, as I understand it, will go to support
the Order of the Phoenix once you’ve met these conditions. I assume it is a substantial sum,
since Headmaster Dumbledore was so insistent upon your complying with the rather draconian
terms of the will. But if something were to happen to you before the defeat of Voldemort,”
(the Professor winced) “would there be sufficient resources left over to support Hermione and
three children? My wife and I are in hiding, and although we have some savings and
investments, we would be unable to support such a large family very comfortably. And where
would they live? Do you have a house of your own? Surely she could not continue to live in
your rooms at Hogwarts if something happened to you. You will excuse my mentioning so
unpleasant a possibility, Professor Snape, but as Hermione’s father, it concerns me.”

Severus smiled slightly. “Not at all, sir. Your concern is natural, particularly since Minerva
apparently did not mention that this is my house. There are other properties as well, including
several on the continent should the war here go badly. In fact, although I have not inquired
specifically, since it’s best for someone in my position to be ignorant of such things, I believe
that most of the houses that Albus has set up as safe houses for the parents of Muggle-borns
and other threatened people belong to the Snape family. The Trust generates a considerable
income, and Hermione, our children and I will be the only beneficiaries. Even without the
money that now goes regularly to the Order, the remaining funds would be quite adequate to
maintain us all in great comfort without my salary. Agamemnon Rookwood, our family
solicitor, officiated at our binding and knows the financial situation better than I do; he will be
at dinner this evening, and he would be glad to explain the Trust and discuss the actual
numbers, if you are interested. I am less familiar with the details than I should be, since I was
estranged from my great-grandfather until quite recently.”

Robert laughed. “In other words, you are fabulously wealthy. I hadn’t realized that. Hermione
is very careful in her e-mails. Yes, Houndsnape Hall; I see; I had thought ‘Hound’s nape,’ you
see, and not connected it with your name. I beg your pardon for pressing you to explain,
although I will just have a word with Mr. Rookwood, if there’s time, so I can feel I’m looking
after Hermione’s interests. If he’s like a Muggle solicitor, he would probably be terribly
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disappointed if I didn’t.” He turned to Hermione. “The Countess would be proud of you,
sweetheart — you’ve married as well as she did,” he chuckled.

“That’s not fair, Robert,” Charlotte chided him gently. “Aunt Beatrice would have been proud,
indeed — but only because Severus is clearly a man of good character, intelligence, and
passion — a man of parts, as they used to say.”

Severus stood and bowed to her. “You do me too much honor, madam. But perhaps,
Hermione, we should allow your parents to go to their rooms so they can refresh themselves
before lunch. Shall I call Timothy?”

“Oh, no, I’ll take them if I may? I hope you like the rooms I chose for you, Mum and Dad —
they’re on the spring courtyard. Mum’s is the Blue Iris Room, and all the decoration is in
irises; and Dad’s is next to it, the Willow Room. They both have the most gorgeous Japanese
screens...” She hurried her parents enthusiastically from the room, allowing them only to nod
their farewell to her husband, who stood looking after her indulgently.

~*~

Lunch was a pleasant meal. Harry, Ron, and Ginny were eager to see Hermione’s parents,
whom they’d met before. Remus was also present, to help with the Defense practice that
afternoon, and impressed Charlotte and Robert with his quiet charm and seriousness. After
lunch, Hermione took her parents into the ballroom, where the practice was held. She set up
shield charms in the raised chaperones’ box for the three of them so they could watch without
worrying about stray hexes.

Minerva McGonagall and Ron were practicing Shield charms so the far end of the ballroom was
full of bouncing beams of colored light as they dodged back and forth. Hermione frowned as a
bit of the gilt plaster molding was shattered. But she was instantly distracted by a violent
exchange in the central area of the room, where Harry and Severus were dueling with a
fierceness that suggested their old animosity was not entirely gone.

“Your husband is quite a dashing man, actually, when one watches him in action,” Charlotte
whispered to her daughter, as Severus casually parried four of Harry’s hexes in quick
succession and then hit the younger man squarely in the chest with a very sneaky Full Body
Bind. “Very graceful and quick. And he’s obviously extremely clever.”

“Poor Harry! He looks furious,” Robert said with some amusement. “But Severus is clearly a
very dangerous opponent.”

Hermione smiled proudly. “He’s a very powerful wizard... and he’s showing off, I suspect. He’s
quite tired today, since he was called by Voldemort last night and didn’t get back until well
after midnight. We should probably go before he does something silly and hurts himself. But
just look at Ginny and Remus for a moment — she’s getting really fast!” They watched as the
pair practiced strategic Apparition, appearing and disappearing while firing and parrying
hexes. “That technique is a lot of fun, once you can do it,” Hermione commented, almost
wistfully, as they filed out of the room. “You begin to have a sense of where your opponent is
going to pop up next — the hard part is varying your own patterns and still keeping track of
where the other person is likely to be.”

“You sound as though you really miss it,” Robert said sympathetically.

“I do, in a way. But all the signs are that things will be brought to a head sometime in August
or September, about the time I’ll be delivering triplets. So it would be dangerous and stupid of
me to insist on taking part, and to practice with the others is a waste of time and the teachers’
energy, as well as potentially dangerous. And I really need to be working intensively on my
potion anyway. I’ve just had to reconcile myself to serving the cause in other ways.” She led
them out into the corridor and towards her own room. “It’s a pity, really, since I’m actually
quite a useful fighter. Not as aggressive as Harry and Severus, of course, but I’m quite a
powerful witch, as it turns out, and Professor McGonagall has taught Ginny and me a lot of
tricks to use with men who underestimate women. And sometimes, being smaller can be an
advantage. I’ve beaten both Harry and Severus from time to time. Not that I’m particularly
small now... and that’s only going to get worse by September I’m afraid.”
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“That’s ridiculous,” Charlotte said. “You’re not at all large. I can’t believe you’re eighteen
weeks along, much less that you’re having triplets. You don’t look pregnant to me at all.”

“Oh, that’s a charm,” Hermione answered, lifting it as she spoke. “I thought it was best to
explain before I let you see what I looked like. I use it all the time at school, of course, but I
haven’t been using it much here. Severus can see through it in any case — the father always
can — but I think he likes for other people to notice it. He’s becoming quite endearingly
possessive.”

“Yes, I could see that at lunch,” her father said wryly, as her mother felt the real roundness of
her belly and nodded, satisfied. “He should watch that — if he’s wise, he’ll be sure to stop
while it’s still endearing and before it begins to annoy you. It can get him in a lot of trouble, if
you’re anything like your mother.” He looked at his wife, who smirked at him.

Hermione nodded, and showed them into the Lilac Room. After they had both exclaimed over
the charm of the room and admired the garden, she led them over to the sitting area and
when they were seated, picked up on her father’s last remark. “I’d agree, normally, about the
possessiveness, but I think we’re both being a bit clingy this week. It’s been so hard. We had
this incredibly intense fortnight at Christmas with Septimius trying to throw us together, and
succeeding quite well. And I really grew to love the old man, and we were both completely
devastated when he died.” Hermione sniffed. She hadn’t told even her parents about attending
Septimius’ death. “Then there was the will, several major fights with Dumbledore, and the trip
to Paris. Finally Remus, Professor McGonagall, and I stayed up half the night talking Severus
into defying Dumbledore and doing the bonding, and the ceremony and the... aftermath were
both really intense. But wonderful, really. And then, less than three days after we were bound,
we were back at Hogwarts and he was taking points from Gryffindor for my errant insolence.
Until we came here, the only time I saw him alone again for more than a few moments was
the hour that Professor McGonagall gave me to tell him I was pregnant — and my Occlumency
lessons with him, although Dumbledore interrupts those constantly. But next term will be a bit
better, I think. If you agree to our engagement, the Headmaster can’t really prevent us
spending time together, as long as we’re discreet.”

“Of course we’ll agree to it, darling,” Charlotte said. “Obviously, it is a fait accompli, and I
think I would agree even if it weren’t. He seems like a very good choice for you — not at all
like the arrogant, sneering man that you used to describe. But clearly as a spy he has had a
role to play. And it must have been horrible for you both to be separated so soon. Still, you
seem to have weathered it.” She looked at her daughter critically again. “Your belly still
doesn’t look terribly round to me, dear; those robes are wonderfully concealing — they’re
really wasted on you young people. I wish we could wear them.”

“I can loan you a set for dinner if you’d like. In fact, you’d both probably feel more
comfortable in dress robes, since meals here are quite formal, and everyone else will be
wearing them. I could probably find a set for Dad as well. But let’s see if I can show you my
memories first.”

Hermione waved them to the sofa, and lifted the Pensieve from the mantelpiece where
Severus had left it for her. She brought it over and squeezed in between them, setting the
Pensieve on her lap. With the smooth expertise she’d gained with her recent practice, she
began to pull a long silver strand out of the top of her head with her wand, dropped it into the
Pensieve, and gave it a quick stir with her wand.

“Now, this is a Pensieve. Wizards use them for reviewing and sharing memories and for
sorting things out in their head. I’ve put the memories of my binding ceremony into it. You
can see the clearing where it took place if you look into it.” They took turns looking down into
the silvery stuff in the basin, and her mother exclaimed over the beauty of the night. “Now,
you try first, Dad. Just touch your nose to the surface and, assuming it works, you’ll fall
through it and into the clearing. Don’t panic — you’ll land smoothly, and then you’ll be able to
hear and see everything. If it works, Mum and I will follow you as soon as you’re in there. Our
memory selves won’t be able to see you or hear you, of course, so you can ask me any
questions you have.”
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Her father bent over her lap, touched his nose to the silvery surface, and instantly
disappeared. Charlotte looked alarmed, but took a deep breath and seemed to take comfort
from her daughter’s calm. When the disturbance of the surface had cleared, they looked down
into the Pensieve again and could see Robert waving up to them. Charlotte Granger took
another deep breath and followed him, and Hermione set the Pensieve on the end table and
joined her parents.

Less than an hour later, Hermione and her parents emerged from the Pensieve. Tears were
running down her mother’s face, and her father’s eyes looked a bit damp as well.

“That was the most beautiful ceremony, Hermione.” Charlotte said. “So romantic! And those
fireworks with the wands! Oh, I wish we could really have been there. You looked so alone and
yet so calm. And I must thank Professor McGonagall. She looked after you as just I would
have liked to have done. And you were so beautiful in that gray silk gown.”

Her father nodded his agreement. “I think you’ve chosen well, Hermione. Your young man
seemed rather stiff and formal when we first met him, but it was clear during the ceremony
that he is extremely attached to you... passionate, even. You’ll be very happy together, I
think, if circumstances allow. Can you explain the bit about the colors of the fireworks again?”

Hermione first cast a revealing spell on her binding cords so they could see them, and went
over the symbolism of the colors and the similar meaning of the gold sparks Timothy had
made. “That was what really convinced everyone that we’d done the right thing. Professor
McGonagall, Remus Lupin, and Mr. Rookwood were all amazed. Usually it’s just a smattering
of sparks, not a fountain like we had. And Timothy said it’s the same for house-elves. And
both the purple and the gold are really rare. It was a sign that we are capable of forming a
very strong bond, and also that the marriage is important to whatever powers order these
things.”

“I liked the part about longevity,” her father said. “I’m worried about Severus. He’s obviously
under a lot of stress.”

Her mother nodded. “Yes, it will be good for him to have someone he can trust — with whom
he can share everything.”

Hermione didn’t feel that she could really explain the fact that there were still many reserves
in their marriage, so she simply hugged both her parents, then called Rose and ordered tea.

“Oh, and Rose? Could you see if you can find some spare dress robes for my father? My
parents are Muggles, as you see, and they don’t have anything suitable for dinner. I can loan
Mum one of mine, but I don’t think Dad would look well in black.”

“Muggles?” Rose said, her eyes wide and shocked, but then she took a deep breath and looked
at the pair thoughtfully. “As you say, Mistress. I will find robes for both of them, I think. Your
robes would not bring out your mother’s beauty properly — they’re too youthful. I shall leave
my choices for them in their rooms, and I’ll come to help Madam Granger dress before I help
you. And Timothy will help Mr. Granger before he attends Severus.”

“Thank you, Rose. That would be wonderful.” The house-elf winked at her and Disapparated
with a soft pop.

“How do you feel about all these elf-servants, Hermione?” her father asked curiously. “I
thought you had begun a campaign for elf rights. It sounded very long overdue, from what
you said last summer. And I was pleased to notice that there was an elf that took part in your
binding — quite as an equal. How can you countenance the enslavement of these creatures?
They’re clearly at least as intelligent as most humans.”

“Well, my campaign was based mostly on the house-elves I’d seen in the employ of really
nasty people. The Snapes seem to be much more respectful of them from what I’ve seen.
Timothy and Rose both grew up with Severus. It’s a family tradition, and the elves all speak
properly as a result, not the Pidgin English that most elves do. Children spend so much time
with them, it wouldn’t do to have them picking up ungrammatical English. Timothy, like most
of the senior elves in the household, is free, and Severus says he’ll free Rose, too, when our
babies are born. They’re married — they were bound less than a year before we were. She’ll
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probably help take care of the triplets, if we can live here. And probably Sarah, too — she was
Severus’ nanny. But it will all depend how the war goes...”

Charlotte looked at Hermione sympathetically. “Help with childcare will be really important
with triplets. I hope you’ll be able to live here by then. Perhaps you’ll even be able to invite
your parents to stay as well...”

Hermione smiled sadly. “I hope so. But as for enslavement, just try disagreeing with Rose or
Timothy when they’re dressing you tonight, and you’ll find out how enslaved they are. They’re
attached to the house, the family, not us as individuals, and although Rose still has to obey a
direct command from any family member, there are many ways to get around that... and
neither of us would dare order them around anyway. You should have seen Severus on our
wedding night — he had just started to undress me, when Rose showed up and yelled at him.
She demanded that he turn around and cover his eyes while she ‘arranged’ me in the
traditional way and sprinkled me with flower petals. And he obeyed her instantly... he was
only a little sarcastic about it.”

All three of them were laughing so hard that it was a moment before Hermione heard the
knock at her door. Severus entered and joined them, just as Rose popped into the room with
the tea tray.

“Good afternoon, Severus,” she said briskly, quickly conjuring a fourth teacup and setting it on
the table with the others. “I’ve borrowed three sets of your grandfather’s dress robes for Mr.
Granger and three of your mother’s for Madam. I trust that meets with your approval? Good.
And Mrs. Pierre wants to have roast duckling for dinner, since she has quite a lot of it at the
moment and Mr. Agamemnon is fond of it — unless you had some special request in honor of
the Mistress’ parents? Excellent, duck it is, then. Will the Headmaster be here? Fine, I’ll tell
her. Oh, and if you must use the ballroom for dueling practice, Severus,” she added in an
exasperated tone, “could you please remember to put up shields? The carved plasterwork has
to be repaired by hand, and it takes Timothy hours.”

“Very well, Rosy,” Severus said, rather shamefacedly. “I’m sorry. I’ll try to remember. And
now that you’ve humiliated me in front of my in-laws, you may go. Enjoy your tea!”

“Is that an order, master?” she asked sarcastically. He glared at her and she smiled with
saccharine sweetness and Disapparated, leaving behind only an elvish chuckle. Severus
sighed, and then turned to Hermione’s mother with his usual cool demeanor. “Mrs. Granger?
May I ask you to pour out?”

Hermione caught her father’s eye and snickered. “Thank you, Severus; you’ve just proven a
point I was trying to make to my father,” she said. “And I’m glad she mentioned the
plasterwork. Ron and Professor McGonagall were being quite hard on it.”

Her mother nodded. “Yes, I saw that as well. But Severus, surely you can call Robert and me
by our first names. I’m Charlotte. Now, how do you take your tea?”

~*~

After tea, Severus and Hermione began to show the Grangers the rest of the house. But as
they passed through the potions laboratory, where Hermione’s latest attempt at an
Occlumency Potion had been simmering for almost a full day, Severus paused and peered into
the cauldron of bubbling, murky pale blue liquid. The genial host was suddenly transformed
into the Potions Master. “This won’t do, Miss Granger,” he said, shaking his head. “It is both
too light and more opaque than it should be. Your own Arithmantic projections indicate a
completely transparent potion. It should be so dark blue in color that it is almost black. And
this smell is horrendous — as well as recognizable. An interrogator would smell it on the
breath of someone who had taken it — and he’d simply wait for it to wear off. No, I don’t
believe it is even worth testing this batch. You began this time, I believe, with the one of the
Veritaserum antidotes?”

“Yes, sir,” Hermione answered dutifully. “I used the Mendacia Solventia as a base, since that is
the most effective antidote, but I’ve added ground scarab beetles, since that seems to be the
active ingredient to the Wit Sharpening potion, and you said the Mendacia Solventia didn’t
offer sufficient mental focus to overcome actual Legilimency. The problem is that the scarab
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beetles react with the lovage in the Mendacia base, and make the potion opaque, as well as
adding that horrible smell. I’ve tried adding some ginger in this batch, and reducing the
amount of lovage correspondingly, but it doesn’t seem to be enough to prevent the reaction.”

“Hmmm. I would have tried the same thing.” He looked at her approvingly. “Well, you might
try substituting sneezewort for the lovage altogether, and increasing the quantity of ginger.
But the scarab beetle is going to react with the sneezewort as well, at least to some extent,
and I would worry a bit about potential side-effects of so much sneezewort. One wouldn’t want
to induce recklessness — lying to the Dark Lord is reckless enough. So I really think you’d do
better to come up with a different way to increase the mental focus altogether. Either that, or
use a weaker base and try to strengthen it with later additions.”

Hermione nodded in frustration and turned to her parents. “This is my honors project for
N.E.W.T.s. I’m hoping to come up with a potion that would counter attempts at mind-reading.”

“It’s not mind-reading,” Severus interrupted, with a sigh of exasperation. “That’s a very
crude...”

“Yes, yes, I know, Severus. Legilimency is far more complex.” She turned to her parents.
“But, essentially, it’s mind reading. It requires tremendous mental focus to counter the spell,
and even someone as skilled as Severus has difficulty shielding his mind when he’s tired or in
pain, so a potion would make his life much easier, and might help us to recruit other
disgruntled Death Eaters as spies. But it’s difficult to create an antidote to Legilimency, since it
requires both mental focus and a degree of mental confusion that prevents the Legilimens
from seeing that the projected memories are not the entire picture. And most of the potions
ingredients that achieve those two effects react badly with each other and destroy the clarity
of the potion, which is an essential characteristic of what I want to create. I need to find
something that intensifies mental focus and doesn’t react with one of the befuddling herbs.”

“Fascinating!” said Robert Granger. “Very like pharmacology, I can see. Have you tried ginkgo
biloba? That’s being used a lot these days to combat senility — it might be helpful in
preserving mental focus generally.”

Hermione looked quite blank, and then glanced up at her husband, who was running a long
index finger across his lips, thinking furiously. “No — that is, I know ginkgo as a potions
ingredient, though it’s not much used here. It’s quite common in Chinese potions — all dating
back to the medieval period, I believe, but still used today, so it must be effective. However, it
was mostly used in Potions that relieved Dragon Pox. As I remember, it has a particularly
noxious smell.”

“That’s simply the fruit of the female tree,” Charlotte said. “It’s an extract of the leaves that
seems to have the mental effects.”

“Interesting. And are the trees available in Britain, or would one have to Apparate to China?”

Robert laughed. “Oh, the gingko is a very popular landscaping tree these days, particularly in
cities, since it isn’t much affected by automobile exhaust. But you can buy the extract at any
chemist's. As I said, it’s quite a popular herbal remedy.”

Hermione smiled at him excitedly. “That’s wonderful. There’s a Boots in Snape Parva. I’ll just
run down there before supper and get some. Then I can test it for reactions with the various
befuddlement herbs after dinner. If it doesn’t work, I can tell quickly enough, but if I can find
a combination where there’s no murkiness, I can start a new batch tonight.”

“Very well, Hermione,” Severus said. “I’ll put dinner back to eight; that will give the others a
bit more practice time as well.”

The Grangers decided to walk to Snape Parva with Hermione, and she quickly changed into
Muggle clothes and set off with them. While her parents looked over the church, Hermione
purchased several large bottles of the capsules, and returned quickly to the Hall. The Grangers
retired to their rooms to dress for dinner, but Hermione nipped into the lab. She was anxious
to see if her father’s suggestion would be helpful, and she thought she could test it with at
least two of the befuddlement ingredients in the half hour before she had to go dress for
dinner. She opened ten of the capsules onto the bench next to her cauldron, using her wand
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to sort the contents and remove the cellulose and other additives. The result was a smaller
quantity than she’d expected, and as she reached for more capsules, she accidentally brushed
the small pile of pure ginkgo into the cooled cauldron that still contained her failed attempt.

Immediately, the cauldron began to give off scattered blue sparks, as Hermione quickly
calculated that the accident should not be explosive. When the sparks ceased, she examined
the potion and it seemed to her that it had turned slightly darker and clarified noticeably. She
gazed at it in disbelief, and then hurriedly separated another ten capsules and sprinkled the
ginkgo into the cauldron. Again there was a shower of sparks, and parts of the potion turned a
very clear, dark blue, while other parts were still pale and opaque. She chose a non-reactive
glass rod, and cautiously gave the cauldron a single clockwise stir. This seemed to turn the
liquid completely opaque again, so she reversed the direction of her stirring. After ten stirs,
the potion was a clear, lapis blue, with tiny glints of light sparkling in its depths. It was also
entirely odorless. Triumphantly, she filled a flask with the potion, which was quite beautiful
when she held it up to the light. She wrote a note to prevent anyone from discarding the rest
of the cauldron’s contents and had just finished putting a Stasis spell on it when Rose
Apparated into the potions lab.

“Mistress, you have less than a quarter hour before dinner, and you are still in your Muggle
clothes. Get up to your room and bathe at once!”

“Sorry, Rose,” Hermione said apologetically, “but this is really important.”

The angry elf put her hands on her hips and glared at Hermione. “Madam Snape! You are the
Mistress of Houndsnape Hall, whether anyone knows it or not, and you must not be late to
dinner when there are guests. You are not a child who can forget the time. Mr. Agamemnon
will be disappointed in you and Albus Dumbledore will think less of you and Severus will be
terribly embarrassed. It is also disrespectful to your parents, to be late for the first dinner of
their visit. I’ve drawn your bath, and I want you in it. NOW!”

Hermione jammed the sealed flask into her jeans pocket and ran.

It was two minutes before eight when Hermione arrived, slightly out of breath, in the sitting
room where Severus and his guests were finishing their pre-dinner drinks. Rose had insisted
on her gold and white dress robes. Her husband looked at her sternly, and it occurred to her
that Rose was right. Severus would have been embarrassed had she actually been late.

“I’m very sorry, Severus,” she said sheepishly. “I lost track of the time. I was...”

Ron and Harry rolled their eyes. “...studying,” they said in unison.

Most of the others smiled at her, but Severus still looked rather stern as he led them into the
small dining room. But after he had seated Charlotte on his right, he pulled out a chair for her
on his left and murmured into her ear, “You are worth waiting for in those robes Hermione.
You’re even more beautiful than you were at Christmas.”

She smiled up at him. “I think you’ll find I have a good excuse.”

He looked puzzled for a moment, but then returned to his duties as a host. The group was
small enough that conversation was quite general, although Dumbledore and Mr. Rookwood
tended to dominate it. When the Grangers exclaimed over the huge number of bedrooms in
the house, they regaled the others with stories of the fabulous house parties that had been
held at Houndsnape Hall in the early 1930's. Professor McGonagall added a few scandalized
remarks about the extravagant entertainments popular in wizarding Edinburgh in her youth,
and Charlotte Granger recounted some of her grandmother’s and great aunt’s stories of the
Muggle house parties of their gilded youth. Even Severus had a story of an outrageous house
party the Malfoys had thrown when he was at school. They all shook their heads over the
waste, and this took them through the entrée and the duck.

Over the salad and dessert courses, talk turned to Scrimgeour’s Ministry and its various types
of incompetence. Hermione, again mindful of pure-blood traditions, kept her mouth closed,
even though Ginny ventured a remark that had the whole table snickering happily. Hermione
felt she’d embarrassed Severus enough for the evening, and bit back a comment that she
thought would have been almost as successful. As the cheese and nuts and port were served,
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however, the Headmaster asked her about her N.E.W.T. Potions project, his disapproval very
thinly veiled.

“I understand that you’ve been enjoying your time here, Hermione, with walks in the woods
and whatnot while the others have been practicing Defense. Have you yet had the leisure to
make any progress with the Occlumency Potion?” he asked with a slight edge to his voice. “As
I remember, that was the ostensible reason for your sojourn at Houndsnape.”

Severus and Professor McGonagall stiffened, as did the Grangers, but Hermione merely smiled
and said. “Yes, as a matter of fact, my father suggested a very promising ingredient this
afternoon, and I think I am close to solving the main problem. It’s just a matter of refining it
now.”

She pulled the small flask out of an inner pocket she’d created in her wrap and handed it to
Severus. He held it up to the light and gasped. “Perfect — it looks perfect. Those little lights
are unexpected, but a very good sign, Hermione.” He uncorked the flask. “And completely
odorless as well. Excellent.”

He re-corked the flask lightly and handed it across to the Headmaster, who repeated the
examination and sniffing in silence. “And have you tested it?” he said at last.

“Not yet. As I said, it’s a very recent development, and I wanted to get Severus’ opinion about
it first.”

Dumbledore looked at Severus who nodded in agreement. “Very well,” the old man said.
“Perhaps you can take it now, and I’ll test it for you.”

Severus intervened. “I’d prefer not to take any risk of interfering with the medications Madam
Pomfrey has prescribed, Headmaster. And you will remember that you asked me to give Miss
Granger Occlumency lessons in preparation for this project. She is an adequate Occlumens at
this point, and I think it would be difficult for her to lower her shields to make a fair test.”

Ron spoke up. “I’d be glad to try it, sir, if you’d like. I’m horrible at Occlumency; I’ve got no
important secrets to speak of, and I’ve been drinking Hermione’s potions since second year. I
trust her brewing.”

Severus smiled. “Thank you Mr. Weasley. That was spoken like a true Gryffindor.” Ron actually
beamed at his Potions Master before returning his gaze to the Headmaster.

“Very well,” the Headmaster said. “Now, Mr. Weasley, before you take the potion, I want you
to concentrate on protecting a memory, perhaps something about Miss Brown, since our
natural defenses tend to be strongest around our most personal memories. Fine; got it? Now
look at my eyes... oh, dear, Mr. Weasley. Shocking.” His eyes twinkled. “Well, your secret is
safe with me, but you will confirm that it has something to do with a very winsome little gray
rabbit?”

Ron blushed crimson and nodded, and Harry, Ginny, and Hermione snorted. The previous
Easter vacation, Ron had brought Lavender Brown a baby rabbit from the Burrow as a present,
since, as he said, he knew she’d once had one as a pet. It reminded her of her dear Binky, as
it turned out, and she’d given him a big hug and kissed him several times, very
enthusiastically on the cheek. Hermione dated his recovery from his sadness over their failed
romance from that day.

“Excellent. Very brave indeed. Now, if you will, take Miss Granger’s potion, and we will try a
weakly defended memory. Perhaps some small misdemeanor of Mr. Potter’s or Miss Granger’s,
perhaps several years old, of which, so far as you know, I am ignorant.”

Ron looked at the potion for a moment and the swallowed it. He smacked his lips slightly and
then, after a moment raised his eyebrows.

Hermione leaned across Mr. Rookwood. “How does it taste, Ron? Bad?”

“Pretty nice, actually. Fruity, a bit tart — rather like a wild blackberry. But it feels like drinking
several cups of coffee. Instant alertness... almost a buzz. This might work as a sobriety potion
as well. It certainly tastes better than any kind I’ve ever had.”



The Lioness Prophecies

227

“The horrible taste of sobriety and hangover potions is intentional, Mr. Weasley,” Severus said
austerely. “It’s meant to help discourage overindulgence.”

Hermione made some mental notes. “Hmmm, perhaps I need to add more of one of the
befuddling herbs. I really didn’t add anything to balance the gingko at all. The color was so
close to perfect I didn’t want to run the risk of spoiling it.”

Dumbledore nodded. “Well, let’s see how this version works. Focus on your memory, Mr.
Weasley, but don’t try to hide it from me at all.” The two stared into each other’s eyes for
several long moments. Dumbledore shook his head, and then took out his wand and flicked it:
“Legilimens!” Then Dumbledore turned to Snape, who also cast the Legilimens spell, and then
shook his head.

“I’m getting nothing. Nothing at all.” He looked at Hermione. “This is excellent. In fact, it may
be a little too good. It is so obvious that I’m getting nothing at all that, were I the Dark Lord, I
might resort to torture out of frustration.”

Dumbledore nodded. “Let’s see if I can break through it at all. Now, Mr. Weasley, try to
project a memory — perhaps of some triumph or proud moment that you would want me to
know... Yes, I’m getting that. Your Prefect’s badge, correct? Excellent. I was expecting a
Quidditch moment, so that makes it an even better result. This is wonderful news.”

Dumbledore raised his glass of port. “To Hermione Granger!” Hermione blushed as the entire
table drank her health. She lifted her eyes to Severus who was looking at her proudly. The
Potions Master turned to the other end of the table and raised his own glass a second time.
“And to Robert Granger, who suggested the essential ingredient. Your contribution to the
wizarding world today may prove very important, Robert!”

Everyone drank, and then Hermione hesitantly raised her own glass. “And to Ron, for daring to
drink it!” They all laughed and drank to Ron, who looked very happy and blew Hermione a
kiss.

~*~

Mr. Rookwood and the Headmaster were staying the night, so the Grangers made plans to talk
with them both in the morning about Hermione’s “engagement.” Severus and Hermione and
her parents walked up the stairs to their rooms, and Hermione complimented them on their
appearance in their dress robes — her father was quite elegant in a dark green set rather like
Harry’s, with a subtle brocade panel of the same color running down each front; and her
mother wore a graceful draped style in gray with black and silver embroidery around the hem.

Charlotte, particularly, loved wearing them, and thanked Severus for the loan. “I wonder if
your Madam Malkin would be willing to supply us with everyday robes,” she said. “They’re so
attractive! And comfortable. And I love the way Robert looks in them as well.”

Severus echoed Hermione’s compliments, but apologized. “The Headmaster is right, I’m
afraid. No more walks in the woods for us. This potion must be the top priority for both of us
the rest of our time here. I can ask one of the house-elves to show you the rest of the house
and grounds, if you like, but I fear we’ll have very little time. We’ll need to work out the
proper dosage, find out how long the potion lasts, and, as Hermione suggested, find the
balance of lovage that allows the distracting memories to escape.” He turned to his wife. “If
Albus agrees, I’ll owl Remus and Tonks in the morning and ask them to stay for the rest of the
time to help Minerva work with Potter and the Weasleys. This potion could win the war for us.
And it may well save my life.”

Charlotte Granger looked at him hesitantly. “I’m not sure how much help Muggles would be in
a potions laboratory, but Robert and I do have considerable experience in chemistry and lab
work. And we’ve both done a lot of cooking, which I remember Hermione telling me was useful
training for her Potions classes. If you could use another two sets of hands, I think we’d both
find it fascinating. As a scientist, I really enjoyed watching the Headmaster conduct the test
this evening. It was fascinating. It’s nice to know that even in the context of magic, a well
controlled scientific trial is still essential.”

Robert agreed. “We’d like to spend what time we can with Hermione while we’re here, and
obviously the lab is going to be where she is. And I think we’d both find it very gratifying to be
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allowed to be a part of her world for a short time — and make a contribution to her survival
and happiness. I never thought I’d be toasted by a roomful of witches and wizards for my
contribution to the development of a magic potion!”

Severus invited the Grangers back to his rooms for a glass of Firewhisky, but they both said
they’d rather have an early night. “It’s been a lot to absorb, today; a lot to reconcile ourselves
to,” Robert explained. “But we’re not unhappy about it, you understand. We’re very happy
that Hermione has found someone who suits her so well, and we’re confident that you’ll be
good for each other.”

“And I suppose ‘meeting her parents’ is also quite a strain, Severus,” Charlotte added. “You
should have an early night as well.”

Severus objected of course, but then shook hands with Robert and kissed Charlotte’s hand. “I
shall see you in the morning then. And I’m sure your help will be very useful in the lab.”

Hermione hugged both her parents. “Thanks Dad: thanks Mum. Sleep well. Thanks for
everything.” They both stood and watched as their elegantly robed daughter glided off down
the hall with her husband’s hand supporting the small of her back.

“He’s a good match for her,” Charlotte said softly to her husband. “I pray God he survives this
war so she can enjoy him.”

~o0o~
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Chapter 23 – Empatho Gravidas
~o0o~

Summary: Hermione's potion proves to be more useful than anyone expected. And her parents throw a
party.

~*~

Hermione spent the next morning working feverishly and very productively at her potion. After
only four hours of testing individual ingredients, she had formulated two recipes that seemed
to be close to ideal, at least in theory. One used lovage, which had to be meticulously chopped
in a diamond pattern, and huge quantities of the purified ginkgo biloba, augmented by a small
quantity of ground scarab beetles, while in the other finely shredded ginger predominated,
with smaller amounts of ginkgo biloba and equal parts of lovage and sneezewort, both cut into
ribbons the thickness of sewing thread. Severus had begun the base potions for the test the
night before, and Hermione set to work helping him make several more cauldrons full so they
would be ready for the manufacture of the successful potion on Sunday. A few minutes later
her parents arrived at the laboratory.

“Well, Hermione, Severus,” Robert Granger said as he entered, “you may now consider
yourself officially engaged. I shall announce it at dinner.”

“I’ve talked to Minerva,” Charlotte added. “With your approval, of course, Severus, we’d like to
host a small celebratory dinner here tonight. I’ve taken the liberty to order some champagne
and a few other delicacies from a store in Snape Parva, and Minerva says that Tom can pick it
up with Mabel — she’ll transform them to look like a Muggle in a van. And she suggested
inviting Miss Tonks’ parents and several of Hermione’s most trustworthy friends — Neville
Longbottom, Luna Lovegood, and Lavender Brown. And we’d like to have Molly and Arthur, of
course. She’ll ask them all to come to lunch and then stay for dinner and the night. Remus
Lupin, Miss Tonks, the Headmaster, and Agamemnon will also be staying. If it’s all right with
you, she’ll introduce me to Mrs. Pierre in a few minutes, and we’ll discuss menus.”

Severus looked a little taken aback, but nodded. “Of course, Charlotte. Whatever you’d like.
I’m pleased that you are so willing to go to such lengths to support our ‘engagement.’ It’s very
kind of you indeed.”

“Support it? Of course we support it,” Robert said heartily. “We’ve done little enough for you
two children. But we owe it to Hermione to show our approval in the strongest way possible.
Our daughter is not to be the subject of gossip and innuendo, and she is not to be forbidden
from pursuing a relationship that her parents so thoroughly approve. Even though we
understand why it can only be known to a few at the moment, we would like those few to be
shown in the clearest way possible that your marriage... er... engagement is approved by both
families and that your union is entirely respectable and desirable. And that it will not be a
marriage on paper only. Your engagement will be celebrated and acknowledged as a good and
proper thing by everyone present, or I’ll know the reason why.”

Charlotte Granger put a hand on his arm. “It’s not their fault, dear.” She turned to Severus
and Hermione. “I’ll be back in half an hour or so to help you with the potion. But do get Robert
to tell you about our conferences with Agamemnon and Dumbledore. You’ll understand his
vehemence a bit better.” She winked at her daughter and slipped out, and Severus and
Hermione turned to her husband.

“So,” said Severus. “You clearly got on well with Rookwood if he’s become Agamemnon.”

“Of course. The man is a pillar of integrity. And in any case, I could hardly help but like a man
who is even more in love with our Hermione than you are, Severus.”

Severus scoffed. “That, my dear sir, is not humanly possible. But I take your point. He does
admire her a great deal.”

Robert nodded, pleased. “As you say. I am convinced that he’ll look out for her interests as
well as yours. He’s clearly highly skilled at the law, and he tells me that he sometimes does
work in the Muggle sphere as well. I am thinking of putting our family resources in his hands.
He will be a great help to us in negotiating the boundary between the two worlds.”
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Severus nodded thoughtfully. “That would be a very wise decision, I think.”

“He showed us the financial arrangements he’s drawn up for Hermione on your instructions,
and I can only say that they strike me as very generous. I have no qualms about trusting her
to your care.”

“I’m delighted to hear that,” Severus said formally. “Thank you very much for your
confidence, sir. And your conference with Albus? What did he have to say to you?”

“Ah, well, that was more a matter of what I had to say to him. As you suggested, I kept my
quite justifiable anger at his treatment of Hermione uppermost in my mind, and I think he
may have sampled it once or twice — he uses that twinkle in his eyes, you know, to make one
look — but I don’t think he dared probe further. But I managed to explain my feelings about
the matter quite politely. He tried to dissuade us from approving your... engagement, with all
the arguments I expected: Hermione’s youth, the student-teacher relationship, Severus’
difficult position as a spy, the potential for scandal, and the danger to you both from
Voldemort and his Death Eaters. I explained that you both were quite aware of all these things
and had nonetheless made your choice, and I told him that we respected Hermione’s ability to
make her own decisions and that surely he could not but respect yours, Severus. Then,
however, he insinuated, not very subtly, that Hermione might have been influenced by your
family’s wealth and social status, Severus, to overlook a certain tendency towards violence
and cruelty in your character.”

“What?!” Severus’s face darkened frighteningly, and Hermione put a hand on his arm.

“Indeed. Well, I let Charlotte handle that one; I knew I couldn’t control myself. She’d had a
long talk with Minerva McGonagall yesterday evening before dinner, and she just blandly
referred to a niece of the Headmaster’s — Elizabeth, I think she said — and suggested that he
might be accusing Hermione and by extension her parents, of the kind of motives that had
influenced his own actions.”

Severus relaxed a bit. “Yes, I can see how that might serve as a chastening reminder. He
worked very hard to convince me to propose to the young woman last spring. But he was no
doubt a little annoyed with you both.”

Robert laughed. “Very angry indeed, I think — sparks coming out of his wand and all that —
but of course he couldn’t object to Charlotte’s insinuations, since he’d just implied the same
about us. He backed right down, and then Charlotte took him to task for his refusal to treat
our daughter as the responsible and impressive adult she is.”

Hermione smiled at him. “That’s right, Dad. You and Mum are the only ones that get to treat
me like a child, right?”

“Exactly right,” he said smugly, winking at Severus. “Anyway, then he tried to argue that we
didn’t understand the world you’re living in, but we weren’t buying that either. We’ve been in
hiding for almost a year now, and the community we’re living with at the refuge is quite large
— about forty families. Roughly half are the families of Muggle-borns but the other half are
pure-blood wizards who won’t join, um... Riddle’s group — blood traitors they call
themselves.” He glanced at Severus a bit sheepishly — Hermione had explained to them the
day before about avoiding Voldemort’s name.

“Anyway,” he continued, “there’s not a lot to do, so Charlotte and I organized discussion
groups for cultural exchange. It’s been very useful. In fact, Agamemnon has just agreed to
visit us next month and talk to anyone who is interested in wizarding law — he said he might
have a lot to teach some of the pure-bloods as well as us Muggles. But the point is, we know
quite a bit about your world at this point — history, institutions, culture, traditions — and
there are now a significant number of pure-blood witches and wizards who understand the
London tube system, telephones, parliamentary government, cricket, and the Internet. Two or
three of them can even program a VCR. We’re still working on inconspicuous Muggle dress,
which is proving surprisingly difficult.”

Hermione hugged her father. “I should have known you two wouldn’t just sit and do nothing.”
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Severus smiled at them. “Yes, that could be very useful to both our communities. But I’d
appreciate it if you didn’t mention all this to Arthur Weasley. He’s an extremely valuable
member of the Order, and if he knew such opportunities to learn about Muggle technology
were available in hiding, he might be very tempted to join you.”

Robert laughed. “Odd. That was exactly Albus’ reaction, although then he said perhaps a brief
vacation at the refuge might be a useful morale boost for Weasley. But in any case, I think
he’s finally accepted the fact that he can’t do anything to prevent your marriage. He’s agreed
to announce your engagement at the next Order meeting, though it will be treated as strictly
secret; and he’s approved the guest list for tonight’s dinner. I understand that the three
students Minerva suggested will probably be invited to join the Order after graduation, if not
before.”

“So you’ve made your peace with him, then?”

“To some extent. I’m still angry about his treatment of Hermione. But now I understand what
you said about the man yesterday, Severus. He’s a very good man, basically, but he’s very
intent on controlling people and information, and he is not very trusting. And Charlotte agreed
with Minerva that he shouldn’t try to understand women at all, since he’s no good at it. I
suggested he acquire a thorough grounding in Jane Austen novels during his spare time.”

An amused snort from the door drew their attention to the fact that Charlotte Granger had
rejoined them. “Are you three still gossiping?” she said incredulously. “I thought you had
potions to make. What can I do to help?”

Severus showed them how to prepare the lovage, ginger, scarabs, and sneezewort and then
returned to his cauldron. While they worked, he explained the theory behind potions and how
the magical fires beneath them and the magic of the witch or wizard helped them come
together. Hermione noted that, despite his having taken on his usual Potions Master persona,
he talked to them rather as he might address specialists in another branch of magic that were
unfamiliar with his own area, and Hermione found this perspective somewhat of a novelty.
Although he was largely repeating ideas with which she was familiar, the way he formulated
them for adults clarified some relationships for her, and she surreptitiously took a few notes.
Her parents quickly absorbed the general principles and were soon helping with the stirring as
well as the preparation of ingredients. Hermione and Severus were needed only to charm
some of the ingredients, to add them to the potions, to adjust the fires, and for some of the
more complicated stirring.

When it was clear that they understood their tasks and what contributions they were making
to the potions, Severus asked them about their own work. Robert talked for a while about the
challenges of dental surgery and his enjoyment of the process about working out new and
more effective procedures and solving problems presented by nature. Charlotte worked
primarily with children, and she was enthusiastic about the benefits to a child’s view of himself
of herself and the consequent improvements in their social interactions that resulted from a
more attractive smile.

“We’ve been doing quite a bit of dentistry at the refuge, actually,” Charlotte added.
“Apparently it’s difficult to use magic to fix more major problems. That shrinking spell Madam
Pomfrey used on Hermione’s teeth is quite useful, and in combination with Muggle braces
we’ve managed to help quite a few witches and wizards.”

Hermione giggled. “I’m sorry. I’m just imagining a Pure-blood wizard in braces.”

Charlotte looked at her curiously. “Well, they make them invisible, of course. Some of the
younger Muggle children are wearing invisible braces now as well. It makes things much
easier for them. Combining methods from both worlds seems to work extraordinarily well.”

“Yes, I can see that,” Severus said. “I should probably get you to look at my own teeth when
the war is over.”

Hermione looked at him in amazement.

“Certainly. Or perhaps you can come to the refuge some weekend when you can get away
from Hogwarts.”
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“No, I don’t think that would be... wise. Questions would be asked. But later, perhaps.”

Finishing the potions lasted through the lunch hour. Charlotte and Severus left, just after
noon, to welcome the Weasleys, the Tonks, and the three students who had arrived and to
join them for lunch; but Hermione and her father had Timothy bring them sandwiches in the
laboratory and ate in shifts, never leaving any of the potions unattended. By mid afternoon,
they had two completed potions ready for testing. Ron, Neville, Luna, and Lavender had
agreed to take a break from Defense training with Remus and Professor McGonagall to be test
subjects. Severus went to fetch them while Hermione did the charms that concealed her
pregnancy.

Neville and Luna tested the potion with ginger and sneezewort, which had turned a dark clear
blue but was very thick with glittery bits. It proved to induce total Occlumency and was even
more impenetrable than the potion Ron had tested the night before. Even when they tried to
project their thoughts, neither Dumbledore nor Severus was able to discern them. Hermione
was rather worried by this failure, as she had thought that this potion was the most likely to
work. She exchanged worried glances with her father and crossed her fingers.

After determining that Ron had no Occlumency abilities remaining from the previous night’s
potion, he and Lavender were given the second potion, which was the same color, but thinner
and with far fewer of the glittery bits. This proved to be the perfect potion; they were able to
completely protect their own memories and to project totally false visions almost effortlessly.
Lavender’s false memory was particularly convincing and detailed, and she blushed in surprise
and pleasure at her Potions Master’s rare praise.

“You have a real talent for dissimulation, Miss Brown; that was an excellent use of imagination
and visualization. Perhaps we should schedule a few practice sessions in the next few months
to hone those skills. You might be able to do some very useful work for the Order of the
Phoenix this summer,” Severus said smoothly.

Lavender glanced at Hermione in amazement and then smiled at Severus. “I would be happy
to help in any way I can, Professor.”

All four students agreed to be woken three times by Professor McGonagall during the night, so
that the Headmaster could test their continuing abilities to resist Legilimency. Then they
returned to their dueling practice with Remus and Professor McGonagall. Hermione and her
father cleaned the laboratory and she bottled the potion and started several more batches of
the base. They then retired to the library, where Hermione became so absorbed in the old
French Charms book she’d been reading that she almost missed tea. Rose found her, as
before, and suggested sardonically that she had a duty to her guests, even if they didn’t know
they were her guests. She and Robert crossed shamefacedly to the drawing room, where the
diamond-paned doors at the end of the room were open wide, and the company had gathered
in two large groups on the terrace, enjoying the warm breeze that carried the mixed scents of
the spring flowers below. All the Hogwarts students were seated at one table and the older
people at another. Both tables were talking excitedly.

Lavender made a space between herself and Ron, smiling broadly, and Hermione sat down
between them, hoping to fathom what all the laughter and excited talk was about. Ron noticed
her presence suddenly and threw his arm around her shoulder and gave her a short hug.
“Hermione, you’ve created a miracle potion!” All the others murmured their agreement. “You
know that dueling technique Remus taught us?” he said. “Where you try to Apparate behind
the wizard you’re facing? And you remember how good he is at it himself? Well, Neville
completely defeated Remus this afternoon. Remus just couldn’t seem to predict him as he
usually does. Then Luna defeated him. And then Lavender did and then I did. But Harry and
Ginny still couldn’t, so it’s definitely your potions. We were good, but Neville and Luna were
unbelievably good. And Professor McGonagall couldn’t block their spells, either! You’re bloody
brilliant! This is going to win the war for us!”

Rather to Hermione’s surprise, Severus joined the circle, seating himself quite calmly between
Neville and Ginny. “It’s true, Miss Granger. It seems that most good duelists use some sort of
Legilimency quite unconsciously to predict the spells and movements of their opponents. This
is a truly exciting discovery. We will have to make large quantities of both potions tomorrow,
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as it turns out. Albus has been on the Floo to Alastor Moody, and he wants to start giving it
out immediately — in small quantities to the high level Aurors that routinely fight Death
Eaters. We’re going to call it Duelist’s Draught, and the fact that it works by Occlumency is
going to be a very closely guarded secret. And the second Occlumency potion, the Spy’s
Potion, will be even more secret. We’re not even going to give that one to the Aurors — so
unfortunately, it can’t count towards honors in your N.E.W.T.s, because we’d have to register
it with the Ministry. But I doubt it would add much to your score.”

Lavender and Neville’s eyes widened at the compliment, but their Professor seemed not to
notice. He looked around at the students, sternly. “Professor Dumbledore will want wand oaths
from each of you about this discovery. Mr. Weasley is right. It could indeed make the
difference in winning the war.”

Hermione stayed with her excited classmates only briefly and then returned to her room to
rest and then dress for dinner. Rose dressed her much as she had for the first dinner she had
had at Houndsnape Hall, when Septimius had insisted that she be irresistible. They had a bit
of an argument about the neckline, but finally agreed to a compromise, and Rose smiled with
satisfaction as she decorated it again with the deeply scented, dark red roses, though she now
used the blooming flowers rather than the buds. The dress actually looked rather more
attractive, Hermione thought, before she charmed it to hide her pregnancy — with the high
waist and her rounded belly, the effect was even more medieval. But Severus would still see it
that way, she realized.

Rose had said her parents wanted to take her down after the guests had assembled, so she
waited in the Lilac Room, reading her French Charms book. She’d discovered it next to the
etiquette books she’d been reading at Christmas, a thick illustrated book of household charms;
and from the style of the calligraphy and the archaic French it was clearly many centuries old.
It had a number of interesting spells, including a version of the net weaving spell that she had
modified for her charms project. The version she had used dated to the mid-nineteenth
century, and was used to create the little net veils that were popular additions to witches’ hats
during that period. The charm she found here was more utilitarian. Women were encouraged
to cast it over babies’ cradles to prevent insects and vermin from reaching them. Hermione
noted several differences from her base spell that might be used to improve her modified
charm, and wrote them in her notebook.

The book also had a large collection of pregnancy spells, including one for amplifying the
baby’s heartbeat that Hermione had tried earlier this week without success, perhaps because
she’d expected a single heartbeat, and three of them had simply been too loud. She’d have to
try that one again. There was an interesting charm to make the baby somewhat lighter which
she’d already incorporated into her concealment charms—it allowed her to move more
normally. And there was the Empatho Gravidas charm, which allowed a mother to share the
some of sensations of the pregnancy with the child’s father. That might be interesting, now
that she could feel the babies moving around inside her. She smiled, thinking of Professor
McGonagall’s wish that the Headmaster could be made to experience a pregnancy. This spell
would actually do that, although only to a limited extent; the text estimated the father felt
only about half the effects of the pregnancy on the mother. Nonetheless, it would be
interesting to try.

Her parents arrived and she admired the wizarding robes that Rose had chosen for them. Her
father looked resplendent in dark blue brocade with gold embroidery, bringing out the blue in
his eyes and complementing his wavy blond hair. Charlotte was wearing her hair down, which
she usually avoided because it was just as frizzy and bushy as Hermione’s was. She wore a
lilac outer robe embroidered with silver flowers at the collar over an inner robe of deep violet.
Rose had smoothed her curls and magically attached small silver Flitterbloom blossoms to the
resulting cascade where they accentuated the rivulets of silver that ran through her brown
hair. Her parents admired her dress as well, although her father made a rather caustic remark
about her neckline. Hermione was happy to be able to blame it on the tyranny of Rose, at
which Charlotte winced sympathetically.

As the three of them descended the staircase to the entrance hall, Hermione heard a soft gasp
and her eyes met her husband’s, looking up at her in wonder. It occurred to her that he could
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see through the concealment charm, and he clearly liked what he saw. As they neared the
bottom of the stairs, Robert motioned for Severus to join them, and he strode briskly across
the room and put out his hand. Robert took it and then took Hermione’s hand and placed it in
Severus’.

“Good evening, everyone,” he said, formally, as if the assembled company had not been
staring at him already. “Charlotte and I have asked you to join us here at Severus’ house this
evening so that we might have an opportunity to announce our approval of our daughter’s
decision to accept Severus’ proposal of marriage. We celebrate that decision and ask you to
join us in doing so. Hermione is of age in both the wizarding and Muggle worlds, so our
approval is not necessary; nonetheless, she and Severus have asked for it and we grant it
happily. We wish the couple all the best in their life together. We welcome Severus to our
family, and we look forward to the prospect of sharing our grandchildren with him.”

Harry and Ron exchanged a glance and began to applaud enthusiastically. Ginny, the Tonks,
and Remus joined them, and Lavender, Luna, and Neville did as well. Hermione noticed that
Ron’s parents didn’t clap at first and that they both looked questioningly at Dumbledore. He
smiled at them, and their eyes turned with concern to Ron, who was standing next to
Lavender, clapping loudly. This seemed to reassure them, and they began to clap as well.

Mr. Rookwood joined Hermione, Severus, and her parents on the stairs as the applause died
down. Dressed in black velvet robes with white satin facings, he looked extremely
distinguished. He put both his hands over Severus and Hermione’s joined ones and looked out
at the room.

“Severus unfortunately has only distant relatives and connections to welcome Hermione to the
Snape family; however, I would like to do so, speaking not only as one of those distant
connections but also for my dear friend, the late Septimius Snape, Severus’ great-grandfather.
For his first hundred and fifty-eight years, Septimius Snape was, I am sorry to say, immovably
prejudiced against half-blood and Muggle-born witches and wizards. He felt they should be
excluded from the wizarding community and assumed they were inferior to pure-bloods in
power, manners, and intellect. In the last three weeks of his life, however, he came to know
and love Hermione Granger.”

Hermione noticed that Lavender and Neville turned to look at her in surprise, though Luna
maintained her usual airy calm.

“I was amazed,” Mr. Rookwood continued, “both by his general change of heart and by the
strength of his affection for Hermione. We discussed her extensively while I was drafting his
last will, for reasons that many of you will understand, and I can assure you all that Septimius
desired very much that Hermione should be his great-grandson’s wife and the mother of his
heirs. He believed very strongly in their affection for each other and did what he felt he could
to overcome the obstacles that he foresaw to their relationship. Were Septimius here today,
he would have approved and celebrated the prospect of this union as enthusiastically as
Hermione’s family has done; and wherever he is, I can assure you that it has made him very
happy. I ask you to rejoice in it as well.” He raised Hermione’s hand to his lips, and she
curtseyed to him as well as she could on the stairs.

Mr. Rookwood descended the steps to another round of applause, and Severus was about to
speak when he noticed the Headmaster’s hand on his arm.

“If I may say a few words as well?” Dumbledore looked at Severus questioningly and smiled at
his nod. “Thank you. Speaking as one of the obstacles that Septimius foresaw, as Severus’
employer, and as Hermione’s Headmaster, I would like to add my voice of approval, support,
and celebration to the engagement that has just been announced to us. In my previous
opposition to it, I have perhaps laid overmuch stress on the threat of scandal and damage to
the reputation of Hogwarts School, as well as the danger of distraction from the war against
the Death Eaters and their leader. Given the extensive contributions that these two young
people have already made to this cause, it would be ungenerous of me to deny them the right
to be happy together simply because I feel that our cause might fare better if they remained
separate. I therefore cannot but approve this engagement.”
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Hermione and her father exchanged glances at this rather lukewarm endorsement as
Dumbledore continued. “And I have this afternoon ensured that no breath of academic scandal
can attach to their marriage by arranging for Hermione to take her N.E.W.T. examination in
Potions in two weeks time, at the Ministry. None of you here, who know and value Hermione’s
Potions expertise, would ever believe for a moment that her fine academic record in the
subject is the result of favoritism; unfortunately, those less well acquainted with her skill
might believe such ridiculous allegations. I should therefore note that I have myself been
grading her Potions work since Septimius’ will was read in early January. Finally, in these
difficult times, there is always value in remembering that love conquers all. Even me.” His
eyes twinkled impishly. “May I now ask you all to join me in drinking to the health of the
betrothed couple?”

Hermione looked out at her friends as they raised their glasses. Harry and Ron looked at her
proudly, as did Neville and Lavender. Luna smiled vaguely, as usual, and both Remus and
Professor McGonagall winked as her eyes met theirs. She turned her eyes back to Severus and
realized that Dumbledore had stepped down into the crowd once again. Severus cleared his
throat softly and the crowd quickly fell silent.

“I thank you, my friends, for myself and Hermione. I would like to shout the happy news from
the housetops; however, as you all know, our circumstances are at present rather restricted,
and we are almost as grateful for your discretion on the subject of our engagement as we are
for your congratulations. Robert and Agamemnon have both asked you for your support, and I
fear that we shall need it. We cannot say when our marriage will take place. There are difficult
days ahead, but with your help we shall all emerge from them stronger and more confident in
our true friends. Thank you for your kind wishes and your support and acceptance of our
union.”

He took Hermione’s hand and they descended into the crowd and were immediately
surrounded by well-wishers. Hermione was amused to see Neville walking bravely up to his
Potions Master and offering his hand in congratulation, as well as the startled expression on
his face when Severus took his student’s hand in both of his own and thanked him heartily.
Lavender and Luna came up to her and both of them hugged her.

“You know,” Luna said, meditatively, looking at Hermione in a surprisingly focused way as she
gently freed her wand from her friend’s hair after her hug. “I think you’ll make an excellent
couple, now that I think about it. You’re both really, really smart. It’s odd that neither of you
were put in Ravenclaw. Of course, I used to think he was quite cruel, but I see now that that’s
just for the war. He looks rather happy at the moment, and I’ve never seen that before, so he
must love you. It’s a pity I can’t tell my father, but when you think it’s safe to announce it, I’ll
see that he puts it in the Quibbler if you’d like. Good luck, Hermione. I hope he’s really nice to
you — I mean, nicer than he usually is.”

Hermione hugged Luna again. She was becoming used to the girl’s direct approach. “Thank
you, Luna. And I’ll let you know about announcing it.”

Lavender looked at Luna open-mouthed. She had obviously just said everything that Lavender
was thinking but would never, ever say. She recovered herself quickly, however. “This is
wonderful news, Hermione. So Professor Snape is your older man! I’m really happy for you. I
hadn’t realized this was his house when we were here earlier this week — I don’t know how I
missed all the greyhounds — but he seems much nicer here. My very best wishes!”

Hermione smiled and hugged her friend again. Lavender’s pure-blood social training must be
rigidly suppressing her horror that Hermione was marrying their scariest professor, because
she sounded genuinely pleased. But, after all, she was hoping to be an actress.

Timothy announced dinner, and they all moved through the large Dining Hall and into the
small dining room, which was full of spring flowers and lit by hundreds of tiny floating candles.
Severus led Hermione around to the center of one of the long sides of the table, and when
everyone was seated, house-elves served huge platters of curried shrimps, and, when those
were cleared, platters of Beef Wellington, roast potatoes, grilled spring vegetables, salad,
chocolate gelati with nuts, and stilton and cheddar. All of it was delicious, wine and cider were
plentiful, and the conversation was animated and comfortable. Molly Weasley did tend to lean
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across Severus to ask Hermione questions about bridesmaids and offer to discuss various
marriage rituals, but Severus deflected her questions easily, leaving Hermione to smile at her
friends, who were all seated across the table from them. She knew that they couldn’t all
actually say that they’d changed their minds and approved, as Luna had done, but their smiles
and hugs had meant the same thing. She looked for her parents: her mother was chatting
animatedly with Remus Lupin and Mr. Tonks while her father was listening to Minerva
McGonagall with an interested expression while Nymphadora Tonks and Dumbledore looked
on. It was wonderful to see them fitting so well into her own world, enjoying the company of
her friends and teachers.

How had they known that a celebration of her engagement would be so very much what she
needed? It had been an intense week — all the time alone with Severus, then the new
prophecy, the news about the triplets, her parents’ arrival, and the success of the Occlumency
potion beyond all expectations — all good things, but in many ways, this was the best. To
have her relationship with Severus publicly acknowledged and accepted, by her friends, her
teachers — the people that mattered to her. To be allowed to touch his hand in public and to
look at him without having to act or dissemble. It was wonderful.

She looked up at her husband and saw that he was looking down at her intently. Suddenly she
knew that he felt exactly the same way. It occurred to her that he had loved her for far longer
than she had... felt whatever it was she felt for him. He had been forced to treat her cruelly at
Hogwarts, at Grimmauld Place, and even in front of Harry and Ron. But now, at least for a
while, he could show what he felt. He touched the back of her hand, then, without taking his
eyes off hers, he plucked one of the dark roses that Rose had put in her bodice, just as he’d
done that first evening. He held it to his nose for a moment, inhaling deeply, and then kissed
it and tucked it nonchalantly into his robes. Then he winked at her, and she lowered her eyes
and felt herself blushing scarlet.

She sneaked a look across the table and saw Harry and Ron smiling at her, clearly pleased.
Ginny, who was seated between them, was also beaming brightly, though she had tears in her
eyes. And Lavender and Neville, seated beside Ron, were looking at her with something like
awe. She darted a glance at Luna, on the other side of Harry, and rather to her surprise, the
blonde girl winked and then turned back to her animated conversation with Mr. Weasley.

Severus touched her hand again, to remind her of her social duties, then he politely asked
Molly Weasley about her eldest son, and Hermione turned to Mr. Rookwood and resumed their
conversation about the legal status of house-elves. She was a little puzzled to notice that Mr.
Rookwood’s eyes also looked a little teary. Then she noticed that his wand hand seemed to be
under the table and that Professor McGonagall, who sat on his other side, also apparently had
her left hand in her lap. She smirked a little, but said nothing. It was nice to see a romantic
streak in the dignified lawyer.

It was fairly late when dinner was at last finished. All the guests were staying the night, and
Hermione stood with her parents and Severus, saying a formal goodnight to their guests.
Rather to Hermione’s surprise, formal bows and curtseys were exchanged as each person
passed. Well, she thought, except for herself, her parents and Ted Tonks, who were Muggles,
and Harry, Remus, and Tonks who were half-bloods, everyone at the party was a pure-blood.
All in the best tradition of Houndsnape Hall, of course. She watched as Dumbledore bid them
goodnight and smiled to herself at his expression of shock when her mother gave him a
perfect curtsey. He’d seen her curtsey at Christmas — who did he think she’d learned it from,
if not her Muggle mother? Andromeda Tonks seemed a bit surprised as well, but she was
clearly pleased. Mr. Rookwood kissed Charlotte’s hand, and Robert kissed Professor
McGonagall’s. Hermione was particularly pleased by the friendships that seemed to be
developing there.

Lavender’s curtsey was beautifully done as well, and Ron’s bow seemed to have improved.
Lavender stepped close to Hermione’s ear as she passed and whispered softly, “That thing
with the rose, Hermione! That was the most breathtakingly romantic thing I’ve ever seen. You
are so lucky!” Hermione looked at her in amazement, but she turned and rushed off after Ron.
Neville and Luna both bowed and curtseyed as if they’d been doing it all their lives, which, it
suddenly occurred to Hermione, they probably had.
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Remus and Tonks were among the last to leave. They didn’t bow; in fact, Tonks was barely
able to hold herself upright, despite Remus’ hand at her back steadying her. She’d clearly had
a lot of the wine, but she managed to thank Charlotte quite properly and sweetly. Remus was
charming as always, of course. After they’d left Robert shook his head. “I just can’t believe
that man is actually a werewolf!” he muttered in his daughter’s ear. “Your world is so peculiar
sometimes, Hermione.”

~*~

At last they had all left and Hermione walked tiredly up the stairs, Severus’ hand in the middle
of her back lending her support. She hugged both her parents, and she and Severus thanked
them sincerely for the unexpected support that the party had given them. Severus shook
Robert’s hand and kissed Charlotte on the cheek.

“After all,” he murmured in a very low voice, “I already am your son-in-law.”

She laughed and kissed his cheek in return. “You are indeed. Now, you two get to bed. It’s
been a very long day. And you, especially, need your sleep, Hermione.”

“Yes, mother,” she answered softly. Severus was already leading her down the hall. “Actually,”
she said, turning to him, “I’m far too keyed up to sleep. May I come in and talk with you? Just
for a little while?”

He laughed softly. “Always. Go put your nightgown on and then join me. But we can’t talk too
late. We have huge quantities of both your potions to make in the morning.”

Hermione slipped into the Lilac Room, cleaned her face and teeth, and changed into a
lightweight cotton nightgown. Crookshanks, she noticed, was sleeping on the little table on the
balcony next to Severus’ room — he’d not disturb them. At the last moment, she grabbed the
heavy French Charms book and made her way through the passage.

“I thought you wanted to talk,” Severus said sarcastically, gesturing at the huge old book.

“I do, really, but I found an interesting pregnancy spell in this book I thought you might like
me to try.” She set the book on the night table and bounced into the bed, snuggling up next
to him. “But wasn’t Dumbledore amazing? Announcing the arrangements he’s made for my
N.E.W.T.s and my Potions homework at my engagement party! He really does think Hogwarts
is the center of the universe, doesn’t he?”

“He does, of course. And for him, it is. You’ll also notice that by doing so he also stressed your
student status and our inappropriate academic relationship. But he’s impossible — just as you
think he’s a being a complete ass and is totally unworthy of affection or respect, he says
something like that bit he said at the end about love conquering all, even him, and you realize
that he’s on your side after all and that you want him to be. No, Albus is a good man. But
what did Lavender Brown whisper to you as she was leaving? You turned a rather interesting
shade of pink.”

Hermione told him.

“Oh, no,” he said, appalled. “Well, I hope she won’t get a crush, particularly as she does seem
to have a real talent for projecting believable images, and I’ll be working rather closely with
her on that. Do you suppose I ought to tell them all, by the way, that I won’t be any more
pleasant in class than I’ve ever been?”

Hermione snorted. “Don’t be silly, Severus. I’m sure they’ve worked that out for themselves.
But if they haven’t, let Ron, Harry, and Ginny tell them. They certainly know that well enough
by now.”

“Yes, I suppose they do,” he said wryly. There was a long silence. Hermione realized that what
she had wanted to talk about was her joy in being open about their relationship, but just as
she opened her mouth to speak about it, it occurred to her that he knew, and that they both
understood each other’s feelings without even talking about it. No point in saying the obvious.
She leaned up and stroked his face, and he kissed her hand.

“So what is the pregnancy spell you’ve found?”
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She explained about the book and this particular spell. “I’m beginning to be able to feel them
now, you know. They move around quite a bit. So I thought you might find it interesting.”

“Isn’t your sixteenth week a bit early for that? I’ve been checking the development in your
pregnancy book from time to time, you know.” He admitted this last a bit shamefacedly.

“No, I’m in my eighteenth week,” she explained. They start counting from the beginning of my
last cycle — mid-December. So I’ll be due in mid-September.”

“Really? I didn’t know that. I just counted nine months and assumed it would be the first of
October. Wonderful! Two weeks less to wait.”

“Right. At least, first babies are often late, but multiple births tend to be early, so it probably
balances out. So about this Empatho Gravidas charm... What?” She looked up at the
expression of horror on his face.

“Hermione, you can’t do that charm! It’s illegal Dark magic! It’s illegal even to own a book
containing it. I’m afraid this one will have to be destroyed, or at least the page should be cut
out. I had no idea that was what you were thinking of!”

“Severus, you can’t do that! It’s a fifteenth century manuscript, as far as I can tell. You can’t
damage an ancient book like that! And besides, there’s nothing Dark about it — I mean not
compared to the horrible spells in Moste Potente Potions, and I was allowed to check that out
in my second year! It’s just a simple charm. No blood or soul-destroying hatred or power over
others or anything like that is involved at all. It’s not even painful.”

“No, but it is coercive. I remember Septimius talking about it with Agamemnon and my father
once, years and years ago. Apparently some late nineteenth century Minister of Magic was
having an affair during his wife’s pregnancy — the stupid man thought that a pregnant woman
was less desirable for some reason,” Severus nuzzled her neck for a moment and she relaxed
her outrage a bit. “Mmmm. Very stupid man. Anyway, she hexed him with it and wouldn’t take
it off for a week. It actually ties the wizard to his witch, you know — very coercive — so he
couldn’t go to his mistress, and he experienced all the discomfort of her pregnancy, for an
entire week. Septimius said the man could hardly walk and had to use the loo all the time. He
looked normal, you see, but he felt like he had a heavy protruding belly, full breasts, and
loose joints, and he felt everything his wife felt at the same time. Extremely embarrassing. So
he got a law passed, making the spell the darkest Dark Magic. No, you oughtn’t even try it.
The Empatho Gravidas charm has a terrible reputation. It’s not quite an Unforgivable, but it’s
close.”

“Unforgivable! That’s ridiculous! Surely the Wizengamot cannot turn a perfectly ordinary
household charm into a Dark hex by decree! Dark is Dark, and this spell isn’t. It was obviously
a useful spell for hundreds and hundreds of years until some stupid adulterous Minister,
probably someone like Fudge, irritated his witch beyond bearing. And even then he only had
to endure one week of pregnancy; she had to endure forty weeks of it! So if it’s Dark Magic to
force someone to feel like that, surely the Wizengamot should outlaw sex, and you know
they’re not about to do that. I thought you’d like to feel our babies move.” As she looked up at
him disappointedly, there was a movement in her belly again, and Hermione was so unhappy
at not being able to share this miracle with him that she burst into loud and messy tears.
She’d been doing that a lot in recent weeks.

Severus stroked her head and held her until the sobs abated. “Well, let me have a look at it,”
he said, wiping her eyes. She handed him the heavy book, opening it to where she’d left the
ribbon.

“Hmmm. I see what you mean. It certainly doesn’t look Dark from what I can read of the
French. Amazingly simple, actually, except for the wand motion, but that’s merely a little
complex, not Dark. Odd. Most wizards and witches have never heard of this spell you know,
but it’s passed down as a whispered horror among the men in the oldest pure-blood families.
But actually, you’re quite right. I don’t see any reason it should be considered Dark at all,
except for the coercive aspect. If I give you permission, and you promise to release me when I
ask, I don’t see why we shouldn’t try it. And it... it would be interesting.”

“May I, then? Of course I’ll release it when you ask — unless you decide to take a mistress.”
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He snorted, but then gave her formal permission.

Hermione gave a final glance to the diagram in the book. “Empatho Gravidas,” she said softly,
twisting and twirling her wand along the intricate paths instructed by the book.

With the final upstroke, two fine cords whipped out of the end of her wand and wrapped
around each of their wrists, bonding as seamlessly as their binding cords had done. As soon as
the loops around their wrists were secure, the ends that were attached to her wand bonded to
each other and fell loose. Hermione took hold of the cord, and it did not pull, but grew longer
or shorter smoothly and without resistance as she raised it and examined it closely.

“It’s meant to be a thread, according to the book, but this is a braid. Oh, I suppose it’s
because they’re triplets...” She looked over at Severus who was staring at her, his hand on his
belly.

“Is this...? Yes, I suppose this must be what it feels like,” he said rather breathlessly. “This is
amazing, my love. I can see why you wanted to share it. Merlin. What a sensation, to have
children growing inside one. I can almost feel three different ones. But they aren’t moving! We
haven’t done anything to hurt them, have we?” He looked up in alarm.

“Surely not, Severus. They were moving quite a lot just before I cast the spell. They’re just
being perverse. They’re your children after all.”

“Indeed they are,” he said thoughtfully. “Can they hear at this age?” Hermione nodded,
puzzled. Severus smiled, and then he turned himself, holding his flat belly as if it were a
precious treasure, to lie with his upper body perpendicular to her, resting his head just below
her breasts, his face turned to her womb.

“Good evening, boys,” he said, in a voice that was both more gentle and more authoritative
than any Hermione had heard him use before. “I’m your father. I’d very much like to make
your acquaintance. Now, I’d like you to move for me, one by one, so your mother and I know
which of you is which. You first, Claudius. Move a little... that’s right, I can feel you kick. And
Titus? Where are you? Excellent. Yes, I can feel your little fist. It will be a few months before
we can shake hands, but I shall look forward to it. And Aurelius? Ah, a courtier. I can feel you
bowing. Very nice to meet you. Very nice to meet you all.”

Hermione’s eyes widened in amazement, as each of the beings in her womb moved in turn at
his father’s request. “Why do you think they’re all boys?” she asked softly. “And where did
those names come from? We’ve never even considered using your family’s traditional names!”

He turned and looked up at her, puzzled. “I don’t know. It just became very clear to me, all of
a sudden, that that was who they were. My only question was where they were and which was
which. And now we know that, too. It’s a miracle. Thank you.” His voice sank to a whisper on
the last few words, and he turned slightly to rest his head on her shoulder, cuddling close to
her, still cradling the non-existent roundness of his belly. “It’s a miracle,” he murmured softly.
“You’re a miracle, Hermione, my love.”

In a few more moments he was asleep. Hermione summoned the bedclothes to cover them,
released the spell, slid the heavy charms book gently to the floor beside the bed, and
whispered, “Nox!” The room darkened immediately until the only light remaining was the soft
glow of the crescent moon outside the windows, its light flickering as the curtains billowed
gently in the summer breeze.

Claudius, Titus, and Aurelius. Hermione wrapped an arm around her sleeping husband and
composed herself to sleep.

~o0o~
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Chapter 24 – Baby Magic
~o0o~

Summary: Hermione and Severus visit the Ministry for her early Potions N.E.W.T., and she begins to
notice that her pregnancy is affecting her magic.

~*~

Back at Hogwarts, Hermione felt almost as if she had never left. Almost. Thanks to her
parents, she was now able to spend a night or two with Severus almost every weekend. Based
on their approval, Minerva McGonagall had transformed a secret door in the bathroom
attached to Hermione’s dormitory to open into Severus’ rooms, and after everyone had gone
to bed, she could slip in, touch it with her wand and join him in his sitting room. On weekends,
they often breakfasted together in his rooms. Her friends might have noticed her absence, but
they merely smiled at her when she joined them at lunch and asked no questions. She
thought the Headmaster was probably aware of the time they spent together, but he didn’t
mention it to her. It certainly saved a lot of space in their charmed books.

Severus asked her to perform the Empatho Gravidas often. Now that he was seeing so much
more of Hermione, her pregnancy was becoming much more visible to him. As a result, he
became quite unguarded about his love and concern for his children. He talked to them, read
to them from a wide assortment of books, and on several memorable occasions he sang them
a song that his mother had sung to him as a small child. He always addressed the children by
the names he had used when he first talked to them, and Hermione had been quite startled to
learn, when she saw Madam Pomfrey after her return, that the Mediwitch’s first diagnostic
spell had determined that she was indeed carrying three boys, fraternal triplets. Madam
Pomfrey had, of course, realized instantly that this could not be the result of the two eggs
she’d been told had been implanted. She was not at all apologetic about having kept it from
Hermione that she was pregnant with triplets.

“You really weren’t ready to hear it, dear,” she said. “I could tell — just adjusting to the idea
of motherhood was difficult enough for you — as little support as you had before the holidays.
But you seem quite ready for it all now.” She smirked a little, and Hermione had to admit that
her week of time with Severus and her parents’ support had made a tremendous difference. “I
would also suggest that you and Severus not share the information with anyone else until the
triplets are born — neither the sex nor the number.”

“Because people will know that we didn’t do the I.V.F. procedure?”

“No. I don’t think anyone but me and Healer Doré would know enough about the procedure to
deduce that. The Headmaster knows about the triplets, because Minerva let it slip out in one
of her tirades, but he has clearly paid no attention to the details of the procedure.”

“Yes, I thought he probably hadn’t,” Hermione said, relieved. “But why not tell people, then?”

“It’s not essential, but I think you’ll find it’s useful to have something new about the babies to
tell people after they’re born,” Madam Pomfrey said, nodding wisely. “People will want to meet
them as new individuals. If their number and sex is known in advance, it makes it much less
exciting. And I would keep the names you’ve chosen secret as well. It gives friends and family
something to talk about with new parents. Otherwise, post-birth conversations become really
inane, People ask about things like birth-weight, as if they were farm animals. And you know
how that would annoy Severus.”

In fact, Hermione and Severus had never discussed the names of the babies again; from the
moment of his first conversation with them under the Empatho Gravidas spell, they were
Claudius, Titus, and Aurelius. Hermione had been appalled at first, but after reading a history
of Rome she had to admit that there were far worse emperors to be named after. And it was a
long Snape family tradition, she knew. Septimius would have approved.

~*~

The trip with Severus to the Ministry for Magic for her Potions N.E.W.T. was a great adventure
for Hermione. It was only her second trip to the Ministry, and the first in which she was an
expected visitor. Severus stalked through the halls, ignoring the suspicious glances of passing
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Aurors and nodding coldly at old students, who quickly looked away. Hermione had to hurry to
keep up with him. When they arrived at the N.E.W.T.s Examiners’ Office, however, she found
Madam Marchbanks extremely easy to talk to. The elderly witch was outspoken in her praise
for the Duelist’s Draught.

“I finally got the file out of Rufus,” she said with an air of exasperation. “Honestly! As if I were
going to pass the formula along to Voldemort! He wasn’t going to give it to me at all, but I got
to him through Marjorie — one good thing you can say about the man: he listens to his wife.
Have they told you how successful it is, Miss Granger? The Aurors working in the field have all
been told to take small quantities before their missions and the results have been quite
startling. Already it’s markedly improved the rate of Aurors’ survival in duels with Death Eaters
and cut injuries and spell damage even more radically. But I would never have guessed until I
got the classified file that it was due to Occlumency. Brilliant deduction. You’ve made a very
great contribution to the war effort, young woman.”

“Thank you, Madam Marchbanks,” Hermione said, pleased. “But it wasn’t all me. Harry Potter
came up with the idea in the first place, my parents suggested what turned out to be the key
ingredient, and of course Professor Snape gave me useful advice and assistance all through
the process and helped brew the final product. And it was quite a coincidence that our test
subjects were practicing dueling immediately afterwards and noticed the effects. They were
the ones to point out the military use. All I did was to put it all together and chop incredible
quantities of ginger and lovage.”

Madam Marchbanks nodded her approval. “That’s what it’s all about, Miss Granger. An ability
to work with others, to listen to their ideas and reactions, and to direct and combine their
skills is an essential part of research. An exemplary project. Now, let’s get you settled with
your written exam, while your Professor and I go over your presentation of your honors
research and discuss this wonderful potion you’ve brewed.”

She handed Hermione a sheaf of parchment and a list of questions and settled her at the
Examiner’s own desk by a sunny window. Then she motioned Professor Snape imperiously to a
comfortable group of armchairs some distance from the desk where the two talked quietly as
Hermione wrote.

The written exam went well, of course. Hermione always did well with written exams. One of
the questions, in particular, suggested some very interesting new ideas to her mind that she
managed to work into her essay. She felt quite pleased with the way that part had gone.
Practical exams were always more dangerous since her nerves made her clumsy and
sometimes distracted her. This time, however, she did extremely well. She was set four
potions to make in a four hour period, one of which was to be an entirely original creation — a
cleaning solution for a complicated and highly dangerous magical disaster. Remembering how
impressed Severus had been by her simultaneous brewing, she took a few extra minutes at
the start to work out a series of steps that allowed her to brew the first three potions in an
overlapping sequence. Then, once they had all reached their long simmering stages, she set to
work on creating the fourth potion. It proved simpler than she’d expected, so she had finished
all four potions by the three hour mark. Madam Marchbanks was visibly impressed, and even
Severus offered her a rare public acknowledgement of a job well done.

”You’ve turned out to be an excellent teacher, young man,” Madam Marchbanks said to him in
a low voice as Hermione cleaned her workbench and replaced the ingredients she had taken
down on the shelves. “Students may complain about your teaching style, but they learn in
your classes. I’m very impressed. And you can take complete credit for this young woman’s
skill — she’s Muggle-born, I understand, so her parents will hardly have taught her to work
with potions as a child.”

“Her parents are Muggles,” Severus answered coolly, “but they are scientists. I’ve no doubt
that they taught her much of what she needed to know before she ever arrived at Hogwarts.
She mentioned that they suggested a key ingredient, but she didn’t mention that they actually
helped in the laboratory, preparing ingredients and stirring at the stages where no incantation
was required. Much of the process could be mastered by intelligent Muggles. Even I was
surprised.”
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Hermione smiled with pleased satisfaction at his defense. She thought Septimius’ magic might
have given her quite a bit of help in the exams as well — the N.E.W.T. had been exhausting,
though not quite as nastily exhausting as its name advertised. When they walked out of the
Ministry into the warm May evening, neither of them wanted to return to Hogwarts right away,
so Severus took her to dinner at a wonderful Muggle Italian place not far from Diagon Alley
where they sat in a quiet corner invisible from most of the room. She couldn’t help going over
her fears and worries about some of her answers and problems she’d have with the potions,
but he dealt with her usual post-exam insecurity with far more patience than Harry and Ron
had ever shown. Under the influence of a glass of wine and the cozy atmosphere, he admitted
to her that he had always done the same thing, reading over the exam questions for hours,
kicking himself for all his small errors.

“And I’m sure you’ll get the highest honors for your Duelist’s Draught; it’s an excellent potion,
of course, and your working notes and your presentation of your research and testing are
superb.”

“I’m chalking it all up to Septimius’ influence,” Hermione said, smiling. “He would have been
so happy to know I’ve been able to use my inheritance from him to create something so
useful.”

“I’m not so sure — he rather liked being able to read people’s minds. But I wish I’d had it last
Christmas,” he added in a low voice. “If he hadn’t been able to see my feelings for you in my
mind then, you would have been saved all this pain and trouble.”

Hermione shook her head. “Then I’m glad you didn’t have it. I’m very happy with the way
things have worked out, you know. It was startling at first, but now I wouldn’t want it any
other way. I’m really looking forward to our life together. And the triplets.”

He shook his head as if he couldn’t quite believe her and then began to talk about their plans
for the summer, when they would both return to Houndsnape Hall for the birth. He thought
that Robert and Charlotte might like to be there as well, and possibly her friends could visit.
They discussed whether it would be wise to go through a legal marriage in addition to the
binding, just to satisfy those friends who believed they were only engaged. The time passed
quickly and pleasantly. They returned to Hogwarts so late that Severus had to escort her back
to the Gryffindor common rooms. Dumbledore gave Severus a disappointed look at breakfast
in the Great Hall the next morning, but he merely sneered, pointing out that if the Headmaster
was going to demand that he spend his weekends taking a Gryffindor to the Ministry for a
special N.E.W.T. in Potions, he was certainly entitled to take advantage of the opportunity to
get a slightly more imaginative meal than the house-elves served during term.

Two days later, the results arrived at breakfast tied to the claw of a Ministry owl. She had
earned an Outstanding on her N.E.W.T. and the highest level of honors for her project.
Hermione was pleased by the postscript added in Madam Marchbanks’ own elegant hand
noting that her exam score represented the second highest N.E.W.T. score in Potions in the
past fifty years — her score was only one point below Severus’. She made an extra trip to his
rooms to show him her results that evening — they had agreed that her weeknights would
normally be spent in her dormitory — and she was pleased and gratified by his pride. He was
a bit angry at Madam Marchbanks, suggesting that she was prejudiced against Muggle-borns
or she would have graded Hermione that extra point higher. Hermione didn’t really believe
this, but she was pleased with his defense. They spent the night together, talking and making
love, and Hermione enjoyed herself so much that she was very lucky indeed that her Charms
class was not until ten. Severus barely made his Ravenclaw-Hufflepuff second-year class, and
several of the students were terrified by their Potions Master’s broad smile.

~*~

The end of her Potions classes freed Hermione to spend even more time working on her
computer project for Dumbledore. Most of the basic data had been entered by now, and she
spent hours sorting and rearranging it, trying to find patterns. The Geographical Information
System program proved very useful in one respect — it turned out that most of the meeting
places that Snape had described which could be mapped were within a thirty mile radius
around the village of Little Hangleton, where Voldemort’s parents had grown up. It seemed
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likely that he was actually living at the old Riddle House and simply choosing locations that
were conveniently nearby to meet his Death Eaters. Hermione suggested that the Order or the
Ministry should watch the place and that someone used to dealing with Muggle bureaucracy,
like Nymphadora Tonks, be sent to request a copy of the architectural plans of the Riddle
House that would be on file in the county archives. She thought it would be possible to raid it
at some time when Voldemort seemed to be poorly protected. Dumbledore approved the
surveillance and asked Tonks to acquire the plans, but he seemed hesitant about initiating any
conflict.

“I think Harry would have to be present if such an attack were to succeed, you know, Miss
Granger. Remember the prophecy. And he’s not ready yet. I think we need to give him all the
time we can to prepare.”

“I was curious, sir. We’ve talked a lot about the three specific prophecies, but I don’t actually
have much of an idea how they work. They seem to me to be much like a time turner, in that
they suggest that there is only one way that events can play out. But you’ve been worried that
the two that concern me won’t play out. Isn’t a true prophecy bound to happen, no matter
what?”

“You see what a mistake it was, now, to have been so rude to Professor Trelawney.” Professor
Dumbledore smiled at her, so she knew he was teasing. Then he sighed and looked at her
thoughtfully. “No, it isn’t entirely certain. The Powers that send us prophecies are rather
mysterious. In some cases the fact of the prophecy and the time and place in which it is
vouchsafed to the seer seems designed to bring about the events it foretells. For example, if
the prophecy about Harry had not been made at the exact moment that it was — while
Professor Snape was eavesdropping on my interview of Professor Trelawney, beginning
precisely a few moments before his hearing of it was interrupted — Voldemort would have
heard either none of it or all of it. In neither case would he have attacked Harry and marked
him as his equal, as the prophecy foretells, making himself vulnerable to Harry.”

Hermione nodded. She had now heard that prophecy in Dumbledore’s Pensieve — a more
extensive version than Harry had been shown. The twisted and sly look on Severus’ young
face when he was caught eavesdropping had horrified her, as Dumbledore had clearly
intended it to. He had truly been a loyal Death Eater, then. But he was one no longer, she
reminded herself.

Dumbledore continued. “The prophecy about the Greyhound and the Lioness was made in my
presence at a moment when I had just heard about my niece’s engagement, news which no
doubt affected the conclusions that I drew from it and caused me to act in a certain way. But
there is no guarantee that what is prophesied will come to pass. There have been many cases
in which genuine prophecies have failed to do so — all events are ultimately dependent upon
the choices made by the people involved. For example, Voldemort may be able to prevent the
pain Goyle’s prophecy foretold by forbidding his Death Eaters from hurting you. Or, by doing
so, he may simply allow you to get closer to him and cause him the pain in some other way.
There is always that danger. Nonetheless, when prophecies lead towards the defeat of
Voldemort, as three of the recent ones do, I believe it is in all our interests to do all that we
can to ensure that these prophecies happen. Because of the prophecy, Harry has the best
chance to defeat him. It may be that someone else would also be able to kill him, but I think it
would be more difficult.”

“I see,” Hermione said, nodding thoughtfully. “I know there’s some resentment among the
Order members about the fact that Harry seems to be so much the focus of all attention. But if
that’s the way prophecies work, I can see your point. And, of course, you can’t explain, since
knowledge of the prophecy must be kept from Voldemort at all costs.”

The Headmaster merely smiled at her and descended the winding stair to his office. They both
continued their work.

~*~

The May weather was unseasonably warm and clear for Scotland, and the castle gardens were
full of sweet-smelling flowers. Harry, Ginny, and Ron spent hours flying, and Hermione
brought her books to the Quidditch field and studied while they flew. They claimed that flying
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relieved their tension and that they’d do better on exams as a result, but Hermione worried
that they needed to study. Harry was almost sure to be admitted to Auror training, regardless
of his N.E.W.T.s scores, but Ron might not be, and they would not be happy if they weren’t
together.

Lavender often joined her in the stands, bringing her books as well. Parvati’s engagement to
Dean had been announced at the end of Easter vacation, leaving Lavender rather bereft, since
Parvati now spent almost all of her time with Dean, and they often went to the Patil’s home on
weekends for wedding planning. Parvati’s twin Padma was going to be her primary attendant,
so Lavender was not as involved in the wedding as she’d have liked. She and Ron were getting
along quite well, but like Harry and Ginny, they had decided to postpone making any serious
commitment until after what was now generally anticipated to be a major assault by
Voldemort’s forces at the end of the summer. Lavender, like Neville and Luna, had joined the
Order at the end of April, and she was now working with Severus once a week, training for
some special project. The more time Hermione spent in her secret tower study, the more
Lavender seemed to take her place with her friends.

“I’ve finally got it!” she said to Hermione excitedly one afternoon as she joined her in the
stands where Hermione was watching the others fly. “It’s been so hard. Can I tell you about it,
Hermione? You aren’t in the Order, but you know what we’re doing, right?”

This was one project that hadn’t, in fact, made its way into her computer. “Only very
generally, Lavender. I know you’re really talented at projecting false memories, but you really
shouldn’t give me any details. It’s really difficult, but I’m trying not to pry. But congratulations
on your progress! Every triumph is important, and I know how good it feels to master
something that’s needed for the war!”

“I know — you’ve done that a lot. Well, at least I can tell you what a good teacher he is, can’t
I? I’ve really learned a lot from him, and it’s been interesting, too!”

Hermione smiled. “I’m glad you’re getting on well with him, then. It’ll be nice to think I won’t
be shunned by all my friends for being with him.”

“Of course you won’t be! He’s been really nice and very patient. In fact,” Lavender’s voice
lowered to a whisper, “at first I even had sort of a crush on him — though I think it was really
just the shock of him not being such a bastard. And the completely besotted way he looked at
you at that dinner! And he’s so powerful and always so formal and controlled, it’s sort of
exciting to think of him so completely in love. Not that I would — or could — have taken him
away from you, of course; I just felt a little envious for a while. But Ron is so much more real
for me — so funny and sweet, and I don’t have to worry about making him angry. Still, I can
see why you like him — and you’re so smart, and that must be nice for him. Once I thought
about it, it seemed a really good match. Ron really admires both of you, you know.”

She laughed. “Thank you, Lavender. I love Ron, too, you know, and he and... my fiancé really
enjoy playing chess together. So if by chance everything comes right in the end with this
damned war, we’ll probably be seeing a lot of each other. And I’m glad of that.”

“I am, too, Hermione. And if things do come right, you know, you and he are going to deserve
a lot of the credit, at least in my book. That potion is just... amazing, as you know.”

“Actually, I haven’t actually tried it yet,” Hermione said, trying to keep the regret from her
voice. “I don’t do much dueling these days.”

“Why is that? You’ve dropped out of your own net spell, even though you’re still working on it
— those revisions you made really helped, you know — and you didn’t do any dueling practice
with us at all over the holidays. From what Ron said, it didn’t sound like you were training with
them before I arrived, either. And he says you declined Dumbledore’s invitation to join the
Order, after you all had planned to for so long. I mean, we all know you’re not a coward. You
must be doing something else instead.”

Hermione smiled at her sadly. “I’m doing my part, Lavender. I miss the dueling and working
with my friends, but I’ve had to make choices, and I think I’ve made the best I can. Don’t ask
me about it, please; Ron and Harry and Ginny don’t. They know I’m not good at keeping
secrets from them. You’ll all find out about it all eventually, just as I’ll find out about the
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contributions you’re making. I really admire your talent for projecting false images, you know.
Severus says you’re brilliant at it, and I’m really terrible.”

~*~

She did feel a bit isolated from her friends, but as the N.E.W.T.s approached, they all began to
spend more time studying together. Hermione was working particularly hard on her charms
practical. The subject had always been her greatest strength, but it was also the examination
where her nervousness was most likely to cause her trouble. She had had problems with
control of late she had noticed, and many charms that she had previously cast without a
second thought had suddenly become difficult to control.

“It’s because of your pregnancy, dear,” Professor McGonagall explained, when she complained
of this difficulty at one of their afternoon teas with Madam Pomfrey. “Your children’s magic is
beginning to take hold, and it’s combining with your own to make it more intense than before.
It was a horrible problem for me, I remember, and I was only carrying one child. You’ll be
channeling the magic of all three, along with your own. And of course, it’ll increase over time
as they grow, but remain somewhat unpredictable, as all children’s magic is. So you have to
learn to control it, but you can’t quite depend upon it.”

“Ah, I remember my mother complaining about that,” Madam Pomfrey said. “She was a
Prewett, you know, like Molly Weasley; I was the eldest of nine. She always said that the trick
in doing spells when she was pregnant was to focus on the presence of your child as you cast
the spell — then you can gauge the magic flowing from him as well as yourself. She said it
helped her direct and control the magic.”

“I’ll have to try that,” Hermione said ruefully. “Harry and I were working with Ron and
Lavender on Summoning charms last night and I summoned a chair which came at me so fast
that it almost knocked me over. And I cast a Wingardium Leviosa spell on a cup of tea in the
common room the other day, just so I wouldn’t have to put down my book to reach it, and it
zoomed right up to the ceiling, crashed, and rained tea and broken china down on me and
Parvati. It was very embarrassing; that’s a first-year charm, and she thought I’d done it to be
funny. But this will all go away once I’ve given birth, right?”

“Not entirely.” Madam Pomfrey smiled. “You know that most women find their magical
capacity has increased slightly after having a child, don’t you?”

“Yes, of course.” Hermione said. “That was one of the things I used to convince Severus that it
would be better to do things the normal way, rather than doing the I.V.F. procedure.”

Madam Pomfrey nodded, looking a little severe. “Well, I’m glad he listened to you. Every time
I remember what Albus wanted you to do... Anyway, the latest research suggests that the
increase is a result of the mother’s use of the child’s magic during pregnancy, so expectant
mothers are now encouraged to use magic as much as they can, to maximize that. I haven’t
mentioned it to you since I know you’re preparing for your N.E.W.T.s, which should be practice
aplenty, but many pregnant women are at home and only use simple housekeeping magic, so
they don’t get the full benefit.”

“And it doesn’t take away from the children’s magic in any way? I wouldn’t want to do that.”

“No, it seems to enhance that as well. It’s like exercising a muscle, I suppose.” The Healer
snickered. “And with three, you’ll have a lot to exercise.”

“Well, thank you. It’s good to know why it’s happening, even if I can’t always control it. Oh,
and that explains Severus’ reaction to the Empatho Gravidas. It’s supposed to give him only a
taste of what I’m feeling with the pregnancy, but he says it’s far more intense than that. He
can sometimes feel them kicking even when I can’t.”

Professor McGonagall gasped. “That’s Dark magic, Miss Granger. Surely you’re not casting that
hex on Severus! It’s a highly illegal spell, for one thing. That was the spell I was thinking
about when I warned you against the similar project you suggested for your Transfiguration
N.E.W.T.”

Hermione smiled. “Severus was horrified at the beginning, too, but now he asks me to cast it
all the time. There’s nothing Dark about the spell itself. It’s just illegal — which seems to me a
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really stupid abuse of power by the Wizengamot. Why shouldn’t a witch be able to show her
wizard how she’s feeling during her pregnancy? Severus finds it fascinating. I know it can be
used to punish unsympathetic wizards, but I think they should have just treated their wives
better rather than making a perfectly good spell illegal.”

Professor McGonagall shook her head. “Well — you may be right. My mother-in-law actually
offered to teach it to me, but my husband forbade it. That spell has a very bad reputation
among pure-blood wizards, you know. It’s not very well known these days, but wizards who
do know about it find the very thought of it terrifying. Where ever did you learn it? No — don’t
tell me. I don’t want to know. And if I were you, I wouldn’t mention it to anyone else, and
particularly not the Headmaster.”

“I’ll be careful. But really — it’s a great boon to witches. Severus knows exactly where I’m
sore and how I feel; and he’s been giving me the most marvelous back rubs.” Hermione
smiled reminiscently.

Madam Pomfrey looked interested. “I’ve never heard of this spell, but it sounds like it could be
very useful diagnostically. Could you cast it on me? I’d be interested to know how a pregnancy
feels, since I’ve never been pregnant myself. Or does it only work for the father?”

“I don’t think so.” Hermione gave a quick glance at her Head of House, who had her thin lips
pressed tightly together in disapproval. But since she did not immediately forbid it, Hermione
slipped her wand out of her sleeve and cast the spell with the ease of long practice, focusing
on the presence of the triplets as she did so. The braided cord whipped out of her wand and
tied Madam Pomfrey’s hand to her own.

The Mediwitch looked surprised and then intrigued, as she shifted in her chair. “This... this is
wonderful, Hermione! And now I understand why you move as you do. The weight... How very
interesting. And... oh! One of them seems to be squirming around! What an odd feeling! I
agree with Severus. As your Healer, it’s fascinating to be able to share your sensations.”

Hermione smiled. “Well, you see why I don’t have any hesitation about using it. And thank you
for the tip about focusing. The spell felt much more controlled this time.”

Madam Pomfrey looked thoughtful, her hand on her belly. “This experience should be required
for all medical personnel, I think. It’s amazing. And one could use it to monitor an endangered
pregnancy. It could be extremely helpful. I wonder why such a thing should ever have been
considered Dark magic. It’s a terrible loss to science.”

Hermione told the story of the adulterous Minister. Professor McGonagall had clearly never
heard the reason for the ban, and she snorted with disgust as Hermione finished. “Goodness.
Just because a group of timorous wizards decide to call it Dark doesn’t make it Dark! I’ve
never heard anything so ridiculous in my life. My word! My mother-in-law must have thought I
was such a fool! And so there’s really nothing Dark or coercive about that spell?”

Hermione was a little relieved at the approval of her Head of House. “Severus couldn’t find
anything. And I got it out of a very old book, so it was obviously used by women for centuries
before they banned it. Women most often just used it at home to allow the father to
experience the pregnancy. But there is a note in the book where I found it that it is a useful
spell for midwives to teach women with troubled pregnancies.”

Madam Pomfrey shook her head. “What a waste of a useful spell. Men are so paranoid!
Besides, it should be easy to break the cord, I would think, and I assume that would end the
effect.”

Hermione shook her head. “Actually, it’s impossible. We tried. It lengthens or shortens when
you pull on it. There’s no limit on how far apart we could be, as far as I can tell. And it’s
impervious to knives, scissors, and all the Severing spells Severus could think of. It’s
supposed to be just a thread, actually, but because of the triplets, mine is a braid.”

“Really?” Professor McGonagall quite looked interested and touched the cord that still bound
the Mediwitch to Hermione. “Yes, I see. Quite resilient. I wonder...” She touched it with her
wand. “No, it resists transfiguration as well. This could be quite useful. But it can only be cast
by a pregnant witch, correct?”
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“I’m afraid so, Professor. But I’d be glad to teach you, if you’d like to get pregnant again for
it.” She glanced at Madam Pomfrey and both witches burst into laughter at the horrified look
on Professor McGonagall’s face. And then she blushed scarlet.

“Have a biscuit, Professor,” Hermione said consolingly, reaching her the plate of shortbread. “I
was just kidding. Really!”

~*~

As May ended, the weeks began to pass in a blur. Hermione worked on her charms, she
worked on the computer project, and she was kept very busy with her duties as Head Girl
since many of the younger students were panicking about their exams and several fifth-years
were quite beside themselves about their O.W.L.s. She confiscated the usual potions and
charmed objects that were supposed to allow the wearer to do better on their exams or to
cheat. The end of year romances were also becoming a problem, and Hermione spent a lot of
time patrolling the corridors for lovers violating curfew before retiring. (Severus confided in
her that he’d caught Ron and Lavender snogging in obvious dark corners several times, and
Harry and Ginny once, when the Invisibility Cloak slipped. He told her to suggest that they try
a certain chamber under the stairs just below the entrance to Gryffindor — that way he
wouldn’t have to take points from her friends.)

Hermione also began to work with Draco, the seventh-year Prefects, and the Heads of the four
Houses to plan the festivities that would take place surrounding their graduation. Draco was
surprisingly quiet and polite these days. She wondered if this was related to Voldemort’s order
not to harm her, or if he was simply biding his time. Severus assured her than neither Draco
or Crabbe had yet been Marked, but it looked as if they soon would be. Gregory Goyle no
longer sat with them at meals.

Ron, Ginny, Harry, Luna, Lavender, and Neville were now often late for breakfast or missing
altogether on weekends. Hermione knew they were at Order meetings, and sometimes taking
part in small operations — usually protecting a threatened family or keeping watch on
suspected Death Eaters. They were clearly pleased and proud to be part of the Order, and
sometimes Hermione envied them their more active and dangerous role, but she never
questioned them or expressed any regret at her decision to serve Dumbledore directly rather
than join the Order.

She continued to be amazed at the number of lives saved by the information Severus brought
back from his meetings. It was far more than his position within the organization warranted —
he was given no information about the attacks planned or operations, since Voldemort held
such information very close and Severus’ position at Hogwarts usually saved him from
participating. However, the Death Eaters spent a lot of time waiting around in the passage
outside the audience chamber, she learned. Severus was often able to take the information
from the minds of the Death Eaters charged with carrying out such attacks during informal
conversations at such moments, or even during slow moments of the meetings themselves.
His use of the Legilimens spell was as expert and subtle as his Occlumency; and he kept his
proficiency at both skills a closely guarded secret.

Not only were many of Voldemort’s attacks thwarted by this advance information, but the five
upper level Death Eaters who had been assigned to carry out the five most recent failures had
been tortured severely with Crucio as punishment for their failure and were badly demoralized
as a result. Of the underlings who had taken part the thwarted missions, eight had
participated in two or more. They had been accused of spying for Dumbledore and executed
on Voldemort’s order in front of the assembled British membership as a warning. Three of
those underlings were former Slytherins, whose Head of House Severus had been, and
Hermione spent the night after the executions holding him and trying to comfort him as he
mourned his students’ deaths and his own failure to save them. Nonetheless, these
executions, painful as they were for Severus, meant that there were eight fewer Death Eaters
to fight.

~*~

The first two weeks of June raced by, filled with practices and Hermione’s trademark color-
coded pre-exam study schedules. She learned to focus on her pregnancy as she cast her
Charms and her Defensive and Transfiguration spells, and as a result, her power and abilities
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increased. She was rather sorry that she couldn’t attempt the duel that was one of the options
for the completion of her N.E.W.T. in Defense Against the Dark Arts, because she thought her
added power and the Occlumency she’d learned with Severus would lead to a really high
score, but Madam Pomfrey was extremely firm in excluding that option for her. She was quite
frightening about the potential damage that might be caused to her children by stray hexes,
so Hermione resigned herself to the less exciting obstacle course and demonstration of spells.
Despite her usual obsessive preparation, however, she felt that this year her heart wasn’t
really in it. Somehow, the fact that she could feel her children move inside her as she flipped
through her flashcards for Ancient Runes, made it less vital to have the highest N.E.W.T.
scores in Hogwarts history. It would be nice, but it was not essential to her existence in the
way that her O.W.L. scores had been.

Even Harry noticed that she was less obsessive than usual. He sat down next to her one
afternoon in the common room where she was reading. “Hermione, can I interrupt a
moment?”

“Sure, Harry,” she said, closing her book immediately. “What can I do for you?”

Harry shook his head and tried to suppress a grin. “Who are you and what have you done with
my friend Hermione? It’s only a week before your first N.E.W.T., and you’re acting sane! You
have fingernails! Your hair is neatly combed! Come now, Hermione. Where is your color-coded
study plan?”

She sighed. “It’s up in my dormitory, Harry. But you’re right. I’m trying to be calmer this time
around. I’ve read that tension and stress isn’t good for... It isn’t good for my health, you
know.” She finished with a smile and added in a low voice. “And this whole thing is beginning
to get really tiring. I just don’t have the energy to be stressed any more. Just walking is tiring
enough.”

“Well, you just stay sitting comfortably here, then, and tell me where to fetch what I need.
We’ve got to have the Marauder's Map back. Filch almost caught us coming back from an
Order meeting last night, and Dumbledore doesn’t want to have to defend us. Filch isn’t
entirely to be trusted, I suspect — he’s too bitter, although I can’t see that the Death Eaters
would be too kind to a Squib. Anyway, Dumbledore told us we have to use the map from now
on.”

All the tension Hermione had just denied flowed back into her and she sat up sharply. “Oh,
Harry, I told you! I can’t let you have that. You agreed you’d only ask for it in an emergency.”

He looked around the room to be sure they were alone, and then he put a hand on her arm
and spoke very softly. “Don’t worry, Hermione. I think I know why you want to keep us from
looking at it. But we’re used to the idea now. If Ron or Ginny or I see that the little dot that is
you is labeled ‘Hermione Snape,’ or if it happens to be in the Potions Master’s rooms, none of
us will be remotely surprised. I know you don’t want Dumbledore to know, and we won’t tell
him, but we’re all pretty sure that you and Snape were married New Year’s Day, and that the
baby you’re carrying is yours as well as his. We’re right, aren’t we?”

Hermione looked up at him, her eyes terrified, and nodded. “Please don’t tell anyone else,
Harry. The Headmaster will be so angry, and he’ll take it out on Severus. The map’s in my
night table drawer. The password is ‘Sirius.’”

Harry stood, looked down at her for a moment, and then leaned over and kissed her on the
forehead. “Don’t worry, Hermione. We’re really happy for you. It’s all going to work out all
right. Ron and I even sort of like him these days. And he’s different at Order meetings —
really impressive. You have no idea how many lives he saves. He’s probably the most
important person in the whole Order.”

She nodded, but didn’t look up at him. “I know,” she said softly. She heard his footsteps
retreating up to her room, pausing only to say the password that prevented the stairs from
turning into a slippery chute. She wondered idly where he’d learned that password. Only
Prefects were supposed to know it. Perhaps Ron or Ginny had told him.

Harry was back in a few moments, and plopped himself down next to her excitedly and waved
the open map at her. “Have you looked at this, Hermione? Recently?”
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She shook her head, puzzled, and then looked down at the map. There, in the Gryffindor
Common Room were two dots labeled “Harry Potter” and “Hermione Snape.” It was a little odd
to see her married name written so confidently on the map. That was who she was, now, but
she’d never been called it. Her eyes filled with tears and she blinked hard.

“Yes? That’s what you were expecting, you said. You said you wouldn’t be surprised.” She
didn’t look up, but continued staring at the name above the dot. “It’s weird, seeing it written
like that.”

Harry put an arm around her shoulder and gave her a slight squeeze. “No, Hermione. Look
closer — just below your dot — it’s really tiny.”

She looked again and saw what had puzzled him. Her dot had looked a little blurred, but when
she looked carefully, in tiny, tiny writing curving around the bottom of the dot she could just
make out the names “Claudius,” “Titus,” and “Aurelius.” Suddenly her tension vanished and
she laughed.

She looked up into Harry’s face, which was filled with horror. “Is that what you’re going to
name it, Hermione? Claudius Titus Aurelius Snape? How could you let Snape do such a thing
to you! Think of how he’ll be taunted at school. What an awful name! That’s worse than
Dumbledore’s — at least his doesn’t rhyme!”

She shook her head, smiling. “Oh, Harry. It’s a Snape family tradition. You’re just jealous
because we’re not naming him after you, aren’t you? Now, be quiet about this. We want the
sex and the names to be a surprise. No telling Ginny, all right? Much as you hate it.”

He raised his hand. “I promise; scout’s honor. No one but me will look at it.”

“Don’t be silly, Harry. You were never a scout.” She rumpled his hair affectionately. “I trust
you. And thank you for not being angry about Severus and me.”

“Of course not. But I’m talking to him next time we’re it Grimmauld Place. Someone’s got to
talk him out of that name. Where’s your Gryffindor courage, Hermione?”

~o0o~
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Chapter 25 – N.E.W.T.s
~o0o~

Summary: Hermione takes her N.E.W.T.s, and her parents come out of hiding for her graduation
festivities.

~*~

“Miss Granger, that was the most peculiar Boggart form I’ve seen in decades. What on earth
was that about?!?” Professor Tofty looked at her wide-eyed.

Hermione lifted her tear-stained face to her Examiner. “I banished it, Professor. I don’t think I
have to explain its form. My greatest fear... it’s... a rather personal question after all, sir.” Her
eyes began to tear up again at the terrifying memory of the three tiny babies with their
beautiful innocent faces and dark, empty, dead eyes. She’d covered the eyes as quickly as she
could with Groucho Marx glasses and they vanished with a flick of her wand and a mental
Riddikulus, but clearly not before Tofty had seen them. “Does the form affect my score?” She
tried to keep the quaver out of her voice.

“No, of course not. You have no control over the form, and your time is well within the
Outstanding range and that’s all that matters. It’s just that, well, it was sad, not frightening.
Oh, I’ve been getting a lot of Inferi this year, but dead babies are hardly threatening... But
you’re quite right; it’s none of my business.”

“I... I’m sorry, I...”

“Well, girl, let’s get on with it. You’re a friend of Potter’s aren’t you? Can you also cast a
Patronus?”

Hermione nodded, and without speaking a word, whipped a glowing silver otter out of the end
of her wand. It whirled and gamboled about the room for a few moments while Professor Tofty
applauded. When he finished, she dispersed it with another silent flick of her wrist.

“Oh, well done! Well done, Miss Granger. I think that’s about...” He walked to the desk and
picked up a paper. “Ah, that’s right. Now, my dear, it says on your form that you would like to
attempt to earn extra credit by showing your ability to resist the Legilimens and Imperius
spells? Excellent. You’ll need to sign this paperwork here to allow me to cast them on you.
Professor McGonagall? Ah, there you are! Would you be so kind as to step over here for a
moment and witness Miss Granger’s final exam section, please? Just to see fair play, young
lady — nothing to worry about. I’m sure you won’t let your Professor’s presence unnerve you.
Ready? Imperio!”

Hermione's left hand gave one slight twitch during the ensuing minutes, but otherwise she
was completely still, standing relaxed with her chin held high. Professor Tofty lifted the spell.

“Ah, that was superb! You’re actually allowed three movements before points are taken, and
you only used one. They won’t be able to get much past you I’m glad to say, Miss Granger.
Now for the Occlumency test. Don’t worry, child. I shan’t tell anyone your secrets.” He turned
to her the Transfiguration Mistress. “These young people always think their little secrets are so
important, don’t they? Now, Legilimens!”

There was a longish silence, during which Professor McGonagall looked at Hermione with
considerable alarm. She knew very well that some of her student’s secrets were far from
trivial.

“Very well done, Miss Granger; complete impenetrable blocking. But, as you know, it’s
sometimes important to project images over the blocking. For an extra five points, I’ll ask you
to project a single, improbable memory, please. Legilimens!”

Another long silence.

“Excellent! What an imagination! Extremely realistic use of the torchlight, although the gilded
throne was perhaps a bit over the top. Full marks for that one!”

“What do you...?” Hermione, dazed by the Examiner’s constant babble, looked at him in
confusion.
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The Examiner turned to Professor McGonagall, chuckling. “She showed me He-Who-Must-Not-
Be-Named cowering back into a Rococo golden throne before her as she curtseyed. No chance
that this one is trying to cheat by slipping in a real memory, is there?”

“But... Um... Professor Tofty? I...”

“That will be all, young lady. What an imagination! Quirky, though; very quirky. You’re sure
you won’t explain that Boggart? Such a vivid artificial memory of You-Know-Who, and yet your
Boggart is completely benign! I’ll never understand that one. But you’ll be pleased with your
score, I’m sure.” He turned brusquely to Professor McGonagall. “The girl looks extremely pale,
Professor. Perhaps you can escort her back to her dormitory. Actually, she doesn’t look well at
all, now that I come to look at her... Perhaps the Hospital Wing?”

“But... but... sir, I...” Hermione was swaying on her feet, but she knew she had to explain
herself. She hadn’t meant to cheat, really!

Professor McGonagall strode quickly to her side. “Hush, Miss Granger. Come along with me
now. No more nonsense. Your exam is finished. I think we’ll go see Poppy. Or perhaps my
rooms — they’re closer. Yes, Madam Pomfrey can join us there. Here, just put your arm
around my waist and lay your head on my shoulder. That’s a girl.”

Hermione walked woozily down the torch-lit corridor, held upright only by her Professor’s
strong arm. Her feet dragged against the stone, and it was all she could do to move them at
all.

“Miss Granger? Hermione? Can you just lift your feet a bit more? Ah, Professor Snape! Well
met. Could you help me with Miss Granger, please? Her Defense exam is just over and it was
rather... taxing. She’s completely done in. No, not injured. Just exhausted. Oh, well, thank
you.”

Hermione felt herself being lifted into Severus’ strong arms, and she snuggled comfortably
against his chest and relaxed completely, inhaling in deeply and enjoying the familiar smell of
him.

“Just in here, Professor Snape. Thank you. I’ll get the door. Good... just lay her on the sofa,
Severus, and I’ll Floo Poppy. Honestly, that man Tofty is insane! He doesn’t stop talking for a
moment. I was exhausted after listening to him for five minutes and the poor girl had been on
her feet for two and a half hours, casting spells and dealing with dark creatures, not to
mention the four hour written exam this morning. And then he throws Imperius and
Legilimens at her. They’re supposed to be spaced throughout the exam, but I suppose he
forgot them until the very end. Silly man. Really! We should never have let her take her
exams now! It’s too much.”

Hermione sat up. “No, no, Professor; I’m fine, really. But I need to tell Professor Tofty... I
didn’t mean to...”

“Lie back, you silly girl.” Her husband’s voice was rough with concern. “Poppy will be here in a
moment. Just relax. There’s nothing that can’t wait.”

“But...”

Madam Pomfrey appeared in a whirl of green flame, and hurried over to Hermione. “Just
Pepper-Up, I think, don’t you, Severus? Good. Drink this, dear. Don’t worry. It won’t hurt your
triplets. Have you got some tea and biscuits, Minerva? Excellent, I’ll pour out and we’ll all have
some. You frightened me terribly. It’s far too early.”

“But, Severus... I have to tell Professor Tofty...”

“No, you don’t, Hermione,” he said, wrapping his arms around her and pulling her back
against the pillows. Not now. Your exam is over. Lie back! What on earth is she on about,
Minerva?”

Madam Pomfrey interrupted, extending the platter to Hermione. “Take a biscuit, Miss Granger.
The sugar will help. Good girl.”
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Professor McGonagall sighed. “She was tired, and she misunderstood Professor Tofty when he
asked her to project an improbable memory. Rather than making something up, she gave him
her true memory of her encounter with Tom Riddle at Malfoy Manor, which is improbable
enough, Merlin knows. He gave her full points for imagination and creative visualization, but
when she realized what he’d really wanted she tried to explain that it was a true memory, and
to ask for a chance to project a false one. Luckily she was dead on her feet and I was able to
rush her out before she said anything incriminating.”

“Hermione,” Severus said seriously, “You’re not thinking clearly. Tofty isn’t a Death Eater, but
he has no self-control. He’s an enthusiastic, and therefore dangerous, gossip. And you were
going to tell him about your abduction and escape from the Dark Lord? Don’t be silly. Take the
points and let it be.”

“I’m sorry. You’re right. I just didn’t want to... to cheat.” Hermione burst into sobs.

“Hermione... Hermione!” Severus sounded exasperated. “She does this all the time, now,
Minerva. I can’t imagine what’s wrong with her.”

Professor McGonagall smiled. “It’s just the hormones, dear. It’s always like this the last three
or four months.”

Severus sighed, and dried her tears with his handkerchief. “Look, love,” he said in a soft,
reasonable voice. “It’s hardly cheating. It’s a Defense Against the Dark Arts exam, remember.
You did face down the Dark Lord, didn’t you? Surely that’s worth at least as many extra points
as an imaginative projection, isn’t it? You see? It all evens out, right? Well, then... No, no,
love; please don’t cry.”

“I’m sorry,” Hermione sniffed, trying to recover herself. “I’m just exhausted. I was all right,
really, until the bo... Boggart.” She burst into sobs again, but, making an obvious effort, she
managed to control herself much more quickly.

“Your Boggart? Yes, Tofty said something about that.” Professor McGonagall’s lips twitched.
“Was it still me, stating that you’d failed all your exams?”

“No... It was Severus, all bloody and... still. But that lasted only a second — I don’t think he
saw it, thank Merlin. Then it turned into our babies, and they were so beautiful, and so...
dead. The hollow eyes... I was as quick as I could be, but it took me a moment to work out
how... how to make them... funny.”

Hermione dissolved into sobs for a third time, weeping sloppily into Severus’ shoulder. He
wrapped his arms around her and held her tightly, making soft crooning noises into her hair.
Professor McGonagall looked at them and rolled her eyes, but mid-roll, she noticed that there
were streaks of tears on the Potion master’s cheeks as well. She sobered immediately, and
exchanged worried looks with Poppy Pomfrey.

~*~

“Please Miss Granger. I need to have your paper right now. Your time is up.”

“I’m sorry, Professor Ogden. I haven’t quite finished the translation. I don’t know what’s
wrong with me; I’m not usually so slow. If I could have just two more minutes. I’m almost
done!”

“Miss Granger, Ancient Runes exams are designed to be longer than anyone could possibly
translate in the allotted time, just so that we can test how far everyone can get. You have
nothing to reproach yourself with.”

“I said I just needed a minute, Professor Ogden. Now, please. You’re distracting me.”

“Be reasonable, Miss Granger. I can’t give you extra... Give me that parchment before you
tear it! You couldn’t possibly finish it in the... well, I’ll be... All right. Thank you, Miss Granger.
You may go to lunch now, and return for your Arithmancy examination at two.”

~*~
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“Hi, Harry! Hi, Ron! Budge up — I’m starving. Wasn’t that an interesting Transfiguration
exam? This lunch really looks wonderful; could I have some of the cheese and broccoli,
please? Still, I’m really glad that exam’s over. Do you think they wanted a full discussion of
the origins of the incantation in that last transfiguration? I thought the Latin was clear enough
that I didn’t bother, but now I’m not so sure. They might have expected us to translate...”

Ron sighed. “Hermione, I love you, but I refuse to discuss the exam. Go talk to Lavender
about it — she always likes to worry about them after she’s finished, too. But as you very well
know, when Harry and I are done, we’re done.”

“Sorry, Ron. Sorry, Harry. I know. I can’t seem to help myself. Could you pass me more of the
broccoli, please? It’s really quite delicious, particularly with a little peanut butter. I just can’t
get enough of it.”

“Oh, yuck, Hermione. With p-p-peanut butter? You’re not going to eat that, are you?”

“You should talk, Ronald Weasley!”

“Yuck. Did you see that, Harry? Did you see what she put in her mouth?”

“At least I close it when I chew, Ron.”
~*~

“What an elegant stained-glass window, Miss Granger! It looks positively medieval. Quite a
change. Were you modeling your transfiguration on a known example, or is it original?”

“Thank you, Professor Tofty. The style and the framework are an imitation of the Sainte
Chappelle in Paris, sir, but the subject is original. It’s an episodic story, based an adventure
Harry, Ron, and I had our first year.”

“Ah, so you three are the children? I ought to have guessed from Mr. Weasley’s hair. Yes, and
I see Mr. Potter’s glasses and scar, too, now that you mention it. Very nice indeed. The chess
pieces are quite evocative—and the little flying keys — excellent. Would you mind making your
transfiguration permanent? I think the Headmaster might quite enjoy having this for his
collection.”

“As you like, sir,” Hermione said, flicking her wand. “May I show it to Ron and Harry first,
though? It came out more nicely than I expected, and I’d like them to see it.”

“Of course, of course. It is a delight to be able to examine you yet again. You’re sitting a full
six N.E.W.T.s, I gather then? But I’m surprised that you didn’t sit the Potions N.E.W.T.! That
will exclude a number of careers which might have suited you quite well. Far more practical
than Ancient Runes. I fear you have been badly advised.”

“No, I’ve studied N.E.W.T. level Potions, too. I was given permission to sit the exam early, sir,
to allow me time to study for the others.”

“Indeed. How unusual. And did you pass?”

“Yes, Professor Tofty.”

“Good, good. Well, before we finish your practical exam in Transfiguration, I wanted to ask
about this notation of Minerva McGonagall’s that you should receive a partial honors credit for
your incomplete Animagus transformation. Could you demonstrate that transfiguration for me,
please?”

“I’m afraid I can’t, sir. The Headmaster has instructed me not to transform at all. That is why I
stopped working on the project.”

“But we can’t give you partial credit on Professor McGonagall’s word! Teachers’ salaries are
affected by their student’s grades on N.E.W.T.s and O.W.L.s, you know. That’s why they aren’t
allowed to administer the exams themselves. So, as a matter of policy, I can’t take her word
for it. Has the Headmaster seen you transform? That might be marginally more acceptable.”

“No, only Professor McGonagall. My Animagus form is rather dangerous, so she thought it best
not to involve anyone unnecessary until I’d become better controlled. So if an outside witness
is needed, I’ll simply have to do without honors.”
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“That seems a shame. You can’t transform just this once?”

“No, the Headmaster’s forbidden it altogether. I wouldn’t like to try it without his permission.”

“And he won’t explain why?”

“No, sir, we can’t explain why.”

“Humph. This is very... suspicious. Very disturbing indeed. In fact, I can only conclude... Wait
here a moment, Miss Granger.” He gave her a stern look and then walked over to the fireplace
of the small examination room, scooped up some Floo powder from the jar on the mantle as
he lit the fire with his wand. “Albus, could you join us in the small Examination Room, please?”

“Yes, Michael? What may I do for you?” Dumbledore looked rather annoyed as he whirled into
view in the fireplace; he was carrying a heavy, old book, marking his place in it with a finger.

“Albus, Miss Granger tells me you will not allow her to transform into her Animagus form,”
Tofty blustered. “She clearly knows the reason, but she won’t tell me. You and I both know
very well that there is only one reason why a promising young witch like Miss Granger would
stop working on an honors project like this when she has already done nine tenths of the
work. And since Miss Granger is an unmarried woman, that reason reflects very badly on you
and on Hogwarts school. You clearly are aware of the situation, and yet she has not been
expelled.”

Dumbledore sighed in exasperation, and the twinkle went out of his eyes. “Michael, I am
forced to disagree with you. There is, in fact, a second reason for such a decision. Miss
Granger’s Animagus form figures in a prophecy that was made to Lord Voldemort about the
war.” Tofty winced horribly, and Dumbledore looked rather pleased with himself, though his
voice continued to be firm and authoritative. “She has therefore been strictly forbidden to
reveal that form in any way, both for her own safety and for reasons of national security. To
transform would be to reveal it, therefore she will not do so, to you or to anyone. If you would
like to hold the question open, I will personally guarantee that Miss Granger will come to you
within three months of Lord Voldemort’s death,” (Tofty winced again) “and demonstrate her
proficiency. Will that suffice?”

“I’m a Ministry official, Albus. I should have the authority to demand...”

“Take it up with Scrimgeour if you doubt me, Michael. It was his decision. I have probably
gone too far already in even mentioning the circumstance.” He turned his back on Tofty to
return to the fireplace, but his eye was caught by the stained glass panel glittering next to the
window. “Is this your transfiguration, Miss Granger?” he said in a curious voice. “May I look at
it?”

“Of course, sir. Professor Tofty just suggested to me that you might like it for your private
collection. I’d be very flattered if you’d accept it.”

He looked at it carefully. “No, not for my collection, I think.” He scanned the upper panels,
smiling at the three-headed dog sleeping while a boy with messy hair played a flute and at the
little girl with blue flames coming out of her wand causing the Devil’s Snare to retreat from
two fallen boys. He slowly scanned the panels until he reached the bottom. “I’ll mount it in
one of my office windows. It’s beautiful piece of work, Miss Granger. You’re a real artist. The
man with two faces is quite realistically frightening, and the unwrapped turban’s snake-like
quality is very evocative. Thank you very much. How did this masterpiece begin life?”

“It was a decorated biscuit tin, Headmaster.” Hermione was rather bewildered by his change
of tone.

“How very appropriate. And that reminds me, I have tea and biscuits waiting in my office.
Would you like to join me, if you’re finished here? We can mount the window now. Michael?
Will you join us?”

“No, sorry, Albus; I’d like to,” said Professor Tofty, suddenly becoming human. “I’ve still got
Mr. Zabini and Mr. Malfoy to examine. Perhaps tomorrow. Take the window with you, if you’d
like. Miss Granger’s made the transformation permanent, and I have plenty of other biscuit
tins.”
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As they walked through the corridors, the window held suspended in front of them by
Dumbledore’s wand,

“Sir, did you really tell the prophecy to Scrimgeour?” Hermione asked in a low, awed voice.

“No, but I’ll ensure that he backs me up here. He has done so before. You see, however, that I
was not being unrealistic in worrying about the effects of your condition on the school’s
reputation.”

Hermione nodded slowly. “Yes, Headmaster. Thank you for defending me.”

As they passed through the Entrance Hall, they met Severus coming up the stairs from the
dungeons.

“Join us for tea, Severus,” Dumbledore bubbled. “We’re celebrating a particularly successful
transfiguration exercise of Miss Granger’s. But Minerva should see this as well. Would you be
kind enough to invite her, and ask to bring Harry and Ron to my office?”

“Very well, Headmaster.” The Potions Master nodded brusquely and stalked off towards
Gryffindor Tower.

By the time the others arrived, Hermione’s window had been inserted into the central panel of
a large bay window just opposite the Headmaster’s desk. Dumbledore immediately
transformed the narrow band of glass that surrounded the panel to alternating rectangles of
Gryffindor red and gold, setting off the colors of the children’s striped ties that were visible in
almost every scene. The window glowed beautifully in the late afternoon sun, and Harry and
Ron and their Professors moved closer to examine it.

“Just what you always wanted, Potter,” Severus said sarcastically. “Permanent place of pride
in the Headmaster’s office.” Hermione smacked him playfully on the shoulder, but he grabbed
her hand and pulled her into his arms. “A nice allusion to the Sainte Chappelle, my dear,
though the events depicted there are perhaps a little more... er... cosmic. And who is this
bushy haired little girl messing around with my potions puzzle, hmmm? Was it you who solved
it? I’m impressed; I’d always assumed that you’d sneaked in under Harry’s Invisibility Cloak
and watched the Dark Lord instruct Quirrell. But if you solved it, why are you hugging him?
I’m not sure I like that panel at all.” He kissed the top of her head.

“Hermione, this is wonderful!” Professor McGonagall gasped. “Look, Severus. Did you see Mr.
Weasley sacrificing himself in the chess game? She’s shown him striding bravely forward,
knowing that the white queen is going to capture him. The look on his face is so noble! You’re
a true Gryffindor, Mr. Weasley.” Ron blushed.

“Right, and here I am,” Harry said, with a caustic glance at Snape, “heroic as always, just as
Professor Snape says, defeating Voldemort by letting Quirrell half strangle me.”

“You look great in the key room, though, mate, zooming around through the flying keys,” Ron
said enthusiastically. “We all do. Oi, Hermione! You left out the best bit! Why doesn’t it show
the part with the Devil’s Snare where you tucked your wand under your arm and madly
searched your pockets for Muggle matches?”

They all laughed, but as their laughter died down, Dumbledore looked up at the window again,
and Hermione heard him murmur very softly, “So young. All... so very young.”

~*~

Madam Marchbanks stood back and looked at Hermione critically. “And here I thought Potions
would be your best subject, Miss Granger. That last twist of the wand was your own addition, I
presume? It certainly seems to have been effective. Excellent control, as well. It’s so easy to
overdo in Charms. Your style almost puts me in mind of Albus Dumbledore’s N.E.W.T.s exam
— well over a century and a quarter ago that was now. You’ve been doing Experimental
Charms with him, I take it?”

“No, actually Professor Flitwick has worked with me for the most part. But the Headmaster
and I have been working on strengthening some of the dungeon wards lately — security, you
know — and I’ve learned a lot just watching him. He’s quite inspiring. And the Hogwarts wards
are fascinating in themselves.”
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“Indeed. You seem to be particularly strong in defensive charms and wards. Your modification
of the netting spell was quite brilliant, by the way. The judges for the honors board were very
impressed — at least, those of us with sufficient security clearances to be allowed to read your
presentation were. Had you considered a career with Gringotts? They value subtlety and
imagination, which you clearly have in abundance.”

“I... I’m not sure what I’ll be doing after Hogwarts, Madam Marchbanks. But I think it’s the...
situation, more than anything else that’s focused me on defensive charms. I’m more
interested in charms that communicate and teach, to be honest.”

“Of course, of course. The situation, indeed. Now, Professor Dumbledore told me you had
managed a Protean Charm, and in your fifth year no less! Could you demonstrate that one for
me? It may take any form you like — use your imagination.”

~*~

Finally, they were over, and Hermione had to admit that, as a series of exams, they’d been as
nastily exhausting as everyone said they were, particularly for a witch who was six months
pregnant. It had been a real advantage to be allowed to take the Potions N.E.W.T. separately,
she realized. Still, most of her classmates had taken only three or four N.E.W.T.s, so her six
subjects, filling five full days, were rather unusual. She wasn’t sure how they would have fitted
in the sixth day of tests required for her potions N.E.W.T., since there were only five days
allotted for N.E.W.T.s testing. Perhaps that was the real reason Dumbledore had had her take
it early. Now that she was spending so much time with Severus, she was quite aware of how
much of the Professors’ energy went into making the timetables come out right.

Except for her Defense practical on Monday, she thought she’d done quite well. She’d grown
used to focusing on the triplets as she cast her spells, and rather liked the extra surge of
magical power they so often gave her.

She helped Severus one evening with the piles of exams he had to correct from the students
that weren’t taking O.W.L.s and N.E.W.T.s, but much of the next few days were taken up
working with Draco and the Prefects in preparation for the Sixth and Seventh-Year Ball that
would take place the evening of their graduation. Draco was unusually subdued, and Hermione
found herself making more of the decisions than she had been allowed to previously. She
wondered whether he’d done badly on his N.E.W.T.s — he’d certainly seemed preoccupied in
the past few months.

Only four days intervened between the end of Hermione’s exams and the graduation
ceremony, which would be held in the Great Hall with a reception afterwards on the lawns.
Much to her delight, Dumbledore had arranged for her parents to attend, and they arrived the
evening her last N.E.W.T. was completed. Since they would not be safe staying in Hogsmeade,
Professor McGonagall had offered her guest room, so they were staying at the castle itself
along with the parents of four more of her Muggle-born classmates who were in hiding.

Hermione spent much of the time that she was not working as Head Girl showing them all of
the wonders that she and her friends had discovered over the seven years they’d lived at
Hogwarts. They were charmed by the moving staircases, talking portraits, and historical
tapestries and windows. They loved the library with its brilliant stained glass, and they were
even invited up the moving spiral stairs to the Headmaster’s office for tea, so they could
admire her own stained glass window.

Hermione felt nostalgic, revisiting all her old haunts for her parents’ sake. It was hard to
imagine that she would be leaving Hogwarts for the last time in only a few days. True, she
would probably return as a faculty wife next year, but it would not be the same without her
friends. Severus had Hermione and her parents to lunch one afternoon (they’d entered
through Hermione’s dormitory bathroom so that no one would draw the right conclusions), and
they were both pleased by the austere but comfortable suite of rooms that she would inhabit
during the school term after their marriage was made public.

“I thought Hermione said you lived in the dungeons, Severus,” Charlotte said, standing at one
of the sitting room windows, from which she could look down on the house-elves who were
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setting up tables on the lawn for the reception the next day. “This is a lovely view, with the
western light and that corner of the lake and the forest.”

“We are in the dungeons — under the lake, actually — but the other side of those windows are
in the lower part of the Astronomy tower. It’s depressing to have no natural light, I think. I’d
prefer to live in one of the towers, but the walls are thicker down here, and more resistant to
the inevitable potions explosions. And I like to be close to my lab so I can tend potions that
need to simmer for long periods. So I’ve resorted to magic. Unfortunately, however, the
windows don’t open, so there’s no way to enjoy the summer breeze. But otherwise I find it
satisfactory.”

“It’s lovely, Severus. I’m sure you and Hermione and the triplets will be very happy here.”

“I sincerely hope so. More biscotti, Charlotte? Robert?” He cleared his throat and looked at his
wife, his lip curling in disgust. “Hermione, if you must put strawberry jam on that onion roll, I
insist you take it into the kitchen, now. None of us want to see you eat it.”

~*~

The graduation ceremony the next morning was beautiful, Hermione thought, sitting on the
platform at the end of the Great Hall with Draco, the senior Prefects, and Harry as the
Quidditch captain. She was somewhat embarrassed that she had to stand so many times to
accept honors and awards. Still, she enjoyed the looks of pride on her parents’ faces, and Rita
Skeeter’s smiling face in the audience reminded her that she had a role to play as the
representative of Muggle-born excellence. At the end of the ceremony, Hermione and the
students who had taken part in her net spell the previous spring were given a special award by
the Minister for Magic, Rufus Scrimgeour, who singled her out as the creator of the spell
(which was neither named nor described) that had resulted in the capture of so many Death
Eaters. A woman from the Daily Prophet photographed the two of them shaking hands and
told her it would be on the front page the next morning. Scrimgeour even invited her parents
to stand and be recognized for their daughter’s achievement, and they were photographed as
well. Hermione was a little uneasy at this — they were supposed to be in hiding, after all —
but then she realized that Scrimgeour was helping to make her point: the fact that they were
obviously Muggles made no further statement necessary.

The reception afterwards was a flurry of congratulations and goodbyes. A few of the students
were leaving with their parents — Parvati and Dean assured her she’d be getting invitations to
their wedding in October — and then a house-elf appeared to let her know that Tonks was at
the gates waiting to escort her parents home. They’d planned to pick up some books that they
thought might be useful at the refuge, to which Tonks would return them the next morning.
Hermione gave them each a long hug, since it was not at all clear that they would be able to
join her and Severus at Houndsnape Hall, and then Severus came up to walk them to the
gates. He did not look at Hermione or greet the Grangers, but waved them imperiously away
from their daughter and stalked alongside them with a sneer on his face. He was acting,
clearly, and Hermione wondered who his audience was. He looked over and saw Draco
chatting with his mother and an old man. Perhaps she reported to Voldemort?

After her parents’ departure, Hermione and her friends took a picnic lunch to their favorite
clearing at the edge of the Forbidden Forest. They reminisced about their years together at
Hogwarts and talked about their plans for the future. Ron and Harry would be staying at the
castle with Ginny for the next few months, after which they would enter Aurors training, if
they were admitted to the elite program; Neville had accepted an apprenticeship with
Professor Sprout starting immediately; Lavender would be joining a theater troupe in October
as a dresser, but she would be taking acting lessons in the evenings; Padma was going to
work at the Ministry in the Department of Experimental Potions, Ernie was interning with an
assistant to Rufus Scrimgeour, and Susan had a job working on new charms for the Weasley
twins. The two were engaged, but not planning to marry until the war was over — Hermione
knew they had joined the Order the previous week. She had been a little abashed about the
formlessness of her own plans. When asked about them, she’d only been able to say that she
was considering an offer from Gringotts — Madam Marchbanks had apparently recommended
her to them — but she wasn’t quite sure if she’d accept, since she thought she might rather do
an apprenticeship. Motherhood did not sound very impressive compared to all her friends’
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plans, but she had no choice at this point. After half an hour, Ginny joined them, bringing
Luna with her. Luna was reluctant to intrude, but Hermione was pleased at how
enthusiastically her other friends welcomed her. Luna was much less of an outcast than she
had been. Lavender had even helped her a little with her hair, which looked much less limp
these days, although her bottle-cap necklace was still a standard part of her uniform.

Hermione was packed for her summer at Houndsnape Hall by the time of the Leaving Feast,
and dressed in her gold and white dress robes. She was a little nervous, since she would have
to dance at the graduation ball after the feast with Draco, as the Head Boy and Head Girl
traditionally began the dancing. Except for meetings, she had avoided him assiduously since
her kidnapping, and luckily he hadn’t pursued her in the way he sometimes had in the past.
He’d been quite civil at recent Prefects meetings, she realized, but she could never forget his
callous way of talking about her with Crabbe when she’d been tied up in that chest.

The Leaving Feast passed quickly, although she had been privileged to stand one last time and
accept the House Cup for Gryffindor. As soon as the younger students had left, yearbooks
were handed out to the graduates, and the sixth and seventh-years moved out into the
Entrance Hall to sign autographs for each other while the faculty helped the house-elves
prepare the Great Hall to serve as a ballroom. They re-entered the Hall a quarter hour later,
gasping in wonder at the transformation. The flickering light of hundreds of floating white
candles illuminated broad ribbons of silver, gold, bronze, and black, braided loosely together
to form a huge tent that peaked at the center of the hall. It was like being inside a Maypole.
The round dance floor was polished silver, reflecting the light and the shimmering ribbons
above it; scattered around it were little tables and chairs and glowing pots of silver
Flitterbloom. The room was entirely monochromatic, with color supplied only by the bright
dress robes of the students, and the glittering red dress of the singer. It was the same band
that had played at Septimius’ Christmas Ball, Hermione realized.

The couple who began the dancing were, however, as monochromatic as the room. Draco
Malfoy, wearing elegant black velvet robes with silver trim, came up to Hermione and bowed
formally, his face solemn and serious. She gave him her best deep curtsey and her hand, but
no smile, and they moved onto the dance floor alone. He danced well, though at first she
thought he was going to be entirely silent. As the Prefects and their partners joined them,
however, he murmured into her ear, “Just don’t throw up on my robes again, okay, Granger?”

She pulled away from him a little and frowned as if in puzzlement. He wasn’t supposed to
have recognized her. He grinned at her and pulled her back to his chest so he could continue
to murmur in her ear. “Don’t try to pretend it wasn’t you; I know it was. I saw your face quite
clearly while Crabbe and Snape were cleaning my robes. And I’d seen you wearing the same
robes earlier that day with Snape and then Weasley. I didn’t have any doubt. I only said I
did.”

She didn’t want to admit anything, so she remained silent, and he continued. “That’s right; I
lied to the Dark Lord for you, Granger. Aunt Bellatrix has taught me how, although she meant
me to lie to Dumbledore. But I didn’t think you deserved what they had planned for you. You
were quite impressive, you know. I wanted to make sure you’d escape.”

She pulled away from him again and raised her eyebrows. “If you did help me, you probably
just did it to spite your father, since he’d told you that you couldn’t share the treat,” she said
bitterly.

Two pink spots appeared high on Draco’s cheeks. “You heard that? Yes, I suppose you must
have, since you knew Crabbe had got there by broom. I’m sorry, Granger. That was the way I
felt at the time, but that evening started me thinking. I’ve been thinking a lot lately. I regret
having been any part of that, now.”

They danced silently for a few moments, while Hermione thought madly. What was he saying?
Had he really changed? Then he murmured into her ear again. “Where did you learn to curtsey
like a pure-blood? Do they give Muggle-borns classes or something?”

She noticed his avoidance of his favorite epithet and she made her answer correspondingly
mild. “It’s a matter of class, not classes, Draco. Muggles from older families learn the same
manners that pure-blood wizards do. My grandmother and my great aunt insisted that I learn
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to curtsey properly, although no one uses it much any more. And I shall teach my half-blood
children to do so.”

He was silent for a moment. “Granger... Hermione, can I trust you?” She looked at him in
surprise, and nodded, seeing genuine panic in his eyes. He continued nervously. “I’m
supposed to take the Mark tonight — in just a few hours — and I really don’t want to. I don’t
want to be a Death Eater. But with my parents... well, it’s difficult. Do you think I can trust
Snape to get me out of it? Do you know whether he’s really on Dumbledore’s side?”

Hermione sighed. If this wasn’t genuine, Draco was a better actor than Lavender. But
obviously she was not going to tell Draco the truth — the risk was too great. She shook her
head. “No one really knows quite what side Snape’s on — and he’s really good friends with
your parents, isn’t he? No, I wouldn’t go to him. You should go to Dumbledore; he’ll be far
better able to help you.”

“No! I can’t be seen talking to him. There are three others here who will be taking the Mark
and they’ll see it and report it. I don’t particularly want to get my parents killed, you know — I
just don’t want to be a Death Eater. I don’t like the violence — and I’m not so sure about all
this pure-blood stuff any more, either. I just want to study transfiguration, like McGonagall
said I could. She actually offered me an apprenticeship with her. But I can’t do it if I’m in
Azkaban or dead, and, frankly, I just don’t think my parents’ cause is worth that. No, I think
maybe I’ll risk Snape. I can’t be seen talking to anyone else.”

This was bad, she thought. Severus couldn’t help him without giving himself away — but if he
didn’t he’d never forgive himself. Think, Hermione... “I’ve got an idea, Draco. We’re supposed
to ask some of the teachers to dance — Dumbledore said we should, remember? Why don’t
you ask McGonagall and I’ll ask Snape — it’ll look like a gracious gesture of inter-House
cooperation to ask each other’s Heads of House, don’t you think? — then you can talk to her,
and I’m sure she’ll come up with something. She’s absolutely loyal to Dumbledore and there’s
no way she would tell your father or Voldemort like Snape might.”

“You’d dance with Snape?” Draco sounded surprised, and if anything more nervous than
before. “Really? You’d be willing to ask him? I know he’s been pretty nasty to you over the
years. You’d really do that, for me?”

Hermione smiled at him. “One dance with Snape? In exchange for one less Death Eater for us
to fight? Of course I’ll do it, Draco. Snape can’t do anything to me here — he can’t even take
points. We’ve graduated.”

“McGonagall. You know that might just work. It never occurred to me that she might be... I
don’t know why I never thought of talking to McGonagall about that. And if we both are
dancing with Professors, that will look natural enough. Good idea. Thanks Granger. I’ll owe
you.”

Severus and Professor McGonagall were talking together by the door right and Draco steered
Hermione over to them. The invitations were given and accepted even before the end of the
first dance, so the two couples moved out to the dance floor alone. The other students seemed
to assume that this was another tradition, and waited several measures before they joined the
two couples. Hermione was pleased — if Draco was questioned, he could honestly say that
she’d insisted on it.

“What was that all about, Hermione?” Severus whispered into her ear. “Was Draco so
desperate to get away from you that you were able to talk him into asking Minerva as
camouflage? Very clever.”

“Even more clever,” she murmured back. “Draco told me he’s supposed to take the Dark Mark
tonight.” She felt Severus stiffen in her arms. “He wanted my assurances that you could get
him out of doing so and that you wouldn’t turn him over to Lucius or the Dark Lord if he went
to you and asked for help. I decided you didn’t need that kind of pressure, and obviously he
wasn’t quite trustworthy enough to know that. I told him to ask Professor McGonagall for the
next dance and offered to ask you to make it look natural — like it was a Head-Boy duty.
She’s offered him an apprenticeship — I’m sure she’ll come up with something. Quite tricky of
me, wasn’t it?” she smirked at him.
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“Very tricky indeed, my love, and very wise of you. Thank you. Draco is my godson, you
know. I’m very proud that he’s come to this decision, and I’m grateful for your help. He has
had better luck than I did, having someone like you lend him a hand. I had no idea that it
would be tonight.” He sighed and gazed down at her a moment, then seemed to shake himself
out of his reverie. “Hermione, I need to tell you something.” He spoke very quickly. “Lucius
was here today, Polyjuiced into Draco’s great-uncle. We had a long conversation. While we
were talking I saw some very disturbing things in his mind. Now that Harry has graduated, the
Dark Lord has decided to separate me from Hogwarts and the Order. He wants me at the
Riddle House and completely dependent upon him. But he’s mistrustful, so he’s going to set
me a task that will test my loyalty. Lucius didn’t seem to have any picture of what it was, but
it’s undoubtedly something truly horrible, something that will make me an outcast from the
Order and probably put a price on my head.”

She gasped, and pulled away, and he shook his head and pulled her to him again. “I’ve been
arguing with Albus about it all afternoon — he believes, no, he insists that I should do it,
whatever it is. There’s just too much danger of my being found out if I try to fake it in any
way. If I succeed, it will put me right into the inner circle, and give me a lot more
opportunities to get information to save others. So I want you know that whatever terrible
thing it is that I must do, I will have done it on Dumbledore’s orders and for strategic
purposes. But I’m so sorry that you’ll have to suffer, knowing I’ve done it.”

Hermione gritted her teeth. “But that’s nothing to what you will suffer, Severus. Oh, I’m so
sorry. I see his point, but of course it will also make you that much more dependent upon
Dumbledore. He’ll be the only one who can save you from the consequences of your crime.
From Azkaban.”

“That’s true in any case, I’m afraid. But he’s right. Sometime we have to make sacrifices. So
whatever horrible thing it is, I must go through with it. But I fear this means you’ll have to
stay here this summer rather than at Houndsnape Hall as we’d planned. There’ll probably be
Aurors all over it, and I won’t be able to come there, and you won’t want people to know
you’re married to me. It will be safer and more pleasant for you to stay at Hogwarts, since
Potter and the young Weasleys will be here, though I won’t be able to come here either. I’m
sorry. I probably won’t even be able to write to you in my book, although I’ll take it and I may
have a chance to read it from time to time. But I can’t look like I might be writing down the
Dark Lord’s secrets — the risk is too great. But trust that I love you, no matter what, and that
I’ll do my best to return to you and the boys in one piece. It should only be a few more
months.”

He steered her over into a dark corner and kissed her gently. “I’m so sorry, Hermione.”

She sighed. “I want this over, Severus. Over. And anything you can do to speed the end and
limit the number of people who die is a good thing. Do what you have to do. I will trust you.”
She held him tightly for a moment, then let him go as he winced and his left arm clenched
with pain.

“I must go, my love.” He nodded and then left the Hall.

She danced three more dances, with Ron, Harry, and Neville, but all the joy had gone out of
the party. She said a few words to Professor McGonagall about a headache and slipped back to
her dormitory and went to bed.

It was only a few hours later, however, that Professor McGonagall woke her. “Hermione, we
must get to the Headmaster’s office as soon as possible. We’ve had some very disturbing
news.”

“Severus?” she whispered.

“No, he’s all right, as far as we know. Please don’t ask me questions.” Her eyes were filled
with tears — one of the most frightening things that Hermione had ever seen. She pulled on
her dressing gown and slipped into her slippers. As they started down the stairs, she paused
and tapped out the pattern on the secret door to her study.

“Let’s go this way. It’s quicker — a temporary passage for a project I’ve been working on for
the Headmaster,” she explained, in answer to the Professor’s curious look.
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They passed silently through her study and down the stairs into Dumbledore’s office. The
Headmaster took her hand and seated her and her Professor on the sofa next to Madam
Pomfrey. Both of the older women put their arms around her, and Professor Dumbledore
seated himself on the armchair opposite her. His eyes held no glimmer of a twinkle.

“Hermione, I’m so sorry,” the Headmaster said mournfully. “Lord Voldemort has forced
Severus Snape to murder your parents.”

~o0o~
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Chapter 26 – The Murderer’s Wife
~o0o~

Summary: Hermione adjusts to life without Severus. Dumbledore asks her to take on another important
task in the war against Voldemort--with Elizabeth's assistance.

~*~

“Drink this, dear; it will help calm you and it won’t hurt your triplets.” Hermione was lying on
the sofa of the Headmaster’s office, and Madam Pomfrey was lifting her head so that she could
drink. Hermione drank the sweet, milky potion and then lay back for a few minutes, waiting
for it to take effect. She felt completely dizzy and confused, but the sight of Professor
McGonagall’s concerned face told her that she was safe.

“I’m sorry,” she said groggily, after a while. “I seem to be waking up on sofas all the time
now.” She giggled a little. “But where’s Severus?”

“Miss Granger... Hermione.” Dumbledore’s voice was serious, slightly reproachful. “Do you
remember what I told you just before you fainted?”

She frowned as it all came slowly back to her. “But sir, Severus couldn’t have killed my
parents!” she said thickly. “They're my parents! He knows them, and he likes them! I’m sure
he must have worked out some way not to do it. So it only looked like he killed them.”

Dumbledore shook his head sadly. “I’m afraid he can’t have, Hermione,” he said gently.
“Nymphadora Tonks identified their bodies. She knew them, too. I’m sorry. I’m afraid they’re
really dead. And there’s an eyewitness account — one of the Death Eaters with him was
captured. It was Severus who cast the Killing Curses.”

Hermione sat up slowly, and looked inquiringly at Professor McGonagall. At the Deputy Head’s
sad nod of confirmation, she put her head in her hands and sobbed.

The Headmaster knelt on the carpet at her knees, and his voice was soft and agonized. “I’m
so sorry, Hermione. Severus and I discussed this all afternoon. He knew that a test of some
kind was coming, and he finally agreed with me that he would simply have to do it. You see, if
he hadn’t murdered them, the other Death Eaters would have done so, and they would
probably have killed Severus as well. He knew he would have no time at all to send a warning,
and in fact none was received. We have not heard from him at all.”

After a few moments, Hermione managed to control her sobs, and she took the handkerchief
Madam Pomfrey held out to her. “Thank you, Madam Pomfrey. I think I’ll be all right now. I’m
sorry to worry you.” Hermione thought her voice sounded unnaturally sluggish, probably
because of the potion. She found it difficult to focus on what she was being told, and her mind
kept skittering off in different directions, away from the subject of her parents.

The mediwitch looked at her closely, then nodded and squeezed her hand. She bid the others
good night and left the office.

Minerva McGonagall looked at Hermione with agonized eyes. “We wouldn’t have known
anything at all about this until the paper arrived tomorrow morning, if it weren’t for Rita
Skeeter. Someone at the Ministry tipped her off, and she interviewed Miss Tonks and wrote
the story. She sent me an owl with the front page of tomorrow’s Daily Prophet for you, saying
she thought it might be better if I told you before you read it. Unusually kind of her. Would
you like to read the page?”

“No... no, I’ll look at it later.” she said thickly. “That was kind of Rita. We became... friends, in
an odd way, but I wouldn’t have expected her to be so... well, it was nice of her. But I can’t
read it now. Can you just tell me what happened?”

Professor McGonagall unfolded the front page. It had three large pictures: Harry receiving his
diploma, her parents at her graduation, and her handshake with Rufus Scrimgeour at the
same ceremony. Her parents were smiling proudly and waving at her. She looked away
quickly as McGonagall began to explain.

“It was three Death Eaters. Walter Avery, the one who was captured, was given Veritaserum
immediately; his account was quite lucid and detailed. You-Know-Who announced the murders
at the end of a meeting, and he explicitly made it a test of Severus’ loyalty. Avery and Lucius
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Malfoy were sent along as witnesses, and all three of them Apparated together immediately,
directly from Voldemort’s presence — he lowered the anti-Apparition wards momentarily to
allow them to do so. Miss Tonks had apparently left extremely complex wards around your
parents’ house, and it took Severus almost a quarter of an hour to get through them. Your
parents were still asleep, and Severus just stepped into their bedroom and cast two Killing
Curses as Malfoy and Avery watched. So they wouldn’t have felt any pain or fear. As they left
the room, however, they apparently tripped a ward he’d overlooked — though this may have
been something Severus did intentionally. Severus and Malfoy Apparated away, but Avery
stayed to cast the Dark Mark, and he was captured by Tonks and Kingsley Shacklebolt. It all
seems fairly cut and dried.”

“I can’t believe it. I can’t believe he’d actually do it.” Hermione tried to control herself, but her
memory of her parents’ pride and happiness at her graduation ceremony the previous morning
was almost unbearable. If only they’d gone directly back to the refuge! Then it struck her:
Lucius Malfoy had been at the ceremony...

She wiped her eyes and looked up at the Headmaster. “Severus told me when we danced that
Lucius Malfoy was at the graduation in disguise; he must have let Voldemort know they had
come out of hiding for my graduation. Malfoy.” She’d never forgive him. She turned to
Professor McGonagall. “Oh! What about Draco? Did he have to take the Mark?”

Her Professor looked a little surprised at the change of subject but hastened to reassure her.
“No, he hasn’t; that worked out rather well, thanks to you. We planned a little charade while
we danced. He gathered Vincent Crabbe, Zacharias Smith, and Daphne Greengrass, the other
students who were meant to take the Dark Mark tonight, and began bragging about what he
was going to do as a Death Eater. They were all talking about it. I think Smith had quite a lot
to drink — he was very loud. Filius Flitwick and I ‘overheard’ them, and marched all four to the
Headmaster’s office, called the Aurors, and they were all questioned separately under
Veritaserum by the Minister himself. They’ve been put under house arrest ‘for their own
protection.’ Draco may be spending the latter part of the summer here doing odd jobs for the
Order, though he will not be allowed to join it. At the moment, he’s at my sister’s house
without his wand. The others are in holding cells at the Ministry. Draco was very grateful to
you. As am I. He’s a fine young man, and it would be a pity if his family pressured him into
joining Voldemort. He hasn’t the temperament for it, and he’d not last long, I fear.”

Hermione nodded sadly and looked back at Dumbledore, who had moved back to his armchair.
“Will there be a funeral for my parents, Headmaster? May I go to it?”

“We’ll have to see when we finally hear about this officially from the Ministry. But I suspect it
would be better not to go. The whole purpose of murdering your parents might well have been
to draw you away from Hogwarts so they can capture you.”

“But... yes, I suppose. It’s just so hard... I just can’t believe it. I can’t believe Severus would.”

The Headmaster looked sympathetic. “Death is always hard, Hermione, and one’s parents’
deaths are among the worst. Severus would only have done it because he knew that otherwise
all three of them would have been killed. That would have been worse for you, would it not?”

“Yes, sir,” she said softly.

“Exactly. We must stop Tom Riddle before he does more damage. Your parents will not have
died in vain. By murdering them so obediently, Severus has proved himself to Voldemort; he
should be able to give us far better information than he has previously. We’ve worked out a
way for an Order member to meet with him regularly so that he can tell us of what he learns,
and he can sometimes even send messages from the Riddle House itself, which is where we
presume he will be. This will save other families the pain you are going through now.”

“That doesn’t really help at the moment, you know, Professor,” she said sadly. “I suppose it
will later.”

Professor McGonagall turned to her. “We need you to do something, dear. We think it will help
Severus’ position. It will require some acting, but I think you can do it. When you get your
Daily Prophet at breakfast, we want you to act as if you hadn’t been warned. We want you to
rush up angrily to the Head Table and demand that Albus give you Severus’ promise of
marriage. And we want you to tear it up or set it afire. Any sort of gesture that shows your
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contempt. Albus thinks it needs to be clearly established that there is no tie between you, so
that Voldemort can be sure that Severus has no reason to think well of you or be gentle with
you.”

“Hasn’t he already established that he doesn’t by killing my parents? Isn’t that enough?”

Professor Dumbledore frowned. “We think you should make it clear that you aren’t going to
forgive him.”

“But I am going to forgive him! I know why he did it. And I’m carrying his children. How can I
not forgive him? And if I do this, he may think I don’t love him any more.”

Professor McGonagall took her hand. “Albus put that badly. We want you to make it look like
you’ll never forgive him. We think that will make his position with Voldemort stronger — it will
make him seem more isolated and more dependent upon him. He’ll understand; I’m sure he
will, and his contact in the Order will reassure him. You see, there are a number of people now
who know you’re engaged with your parents’ permission. They have to be convinced as well
that there is no longer anything between you. That is, there must seem to be nothing between
you any longer.”

Hermione’s eyes filled again, remembering how insistent her Mum and Dad had been about
the announcement. Suddenly a flaw in his logic occurred to her. “But they’re all Order
members! Except for Mr. Rookwood, everyone who knows is a member of the Order. Surely
you’re going to tell the Order why he did this!”

Dumbledore shook his head. “No, we can’t trust so many people with that information. If the
facts get out, that will destroy everything your parents died for, Hermione. We have to limit
the knowledge that this was done on my orders to a very few. I am only telling you because it
is your parents who were killed and I want you to know that their deaths have value.”

Hermione began to feel angry again. “Severus already told me why, sir, though we didn’t then
know who the intended victims were.”

Dumbledore huffed in exasperation. “And he shouldn’t have done that. Hermione, if you loved
the man as you claim to, you would realize that everything I’m doing is for his safety. We
have got to let Voldemort isolate him. The more firmly he is thrust into Voldemort’s camp, the
safer he is. Are you telling me that you refuse to play this little scene?”

“No, of course, I’ll do it, if you think it’s necessary. But...”

“Hermione,” Professor McGonagall said firmly. “Albus. I think both of you need to sleep on
this. We’ll discuss it later, when the students are gone. Hermione, I’ll take you back to your
dormitory now, and I’d like you to move into my guest room if you will, tomorrow. You’ll
obviously not be able to go to Houndsnape Hall as we planned, and you’ll have Ginny there to
keep you company. We’ll work out everything else later. Right now, you need to get your
sleep. You’re sleeping for four, remember.” She smiled at her student encouragingly.

“Yes, Professor.” She stood and said good night to the Headmaster, whose eyes softened as
he looked at her.

“Good night, Hermione. I’m sorry I was testy. I liked your parents, and I admired their
defense of you. They loved you very much. This is a horrible thing, and I’m very sorry for your
loss. Thank you again for everything you are doing.”

Hermione smiled at him sadly, then turned and walked up the stairs to her study. Professor
McGonagall followed her. “You must show me how to open this door, Hermione. It would save
me hours in the course of a week,” she said, as she walked out into the Gryffindor girls’
stairway.

Professor McGonagall stopped at the door to her dormitory, hugged her tightly, and wished
her good night. With sluggish feet, she walked over to her bed, removed her dressing gown
and climbed in.

Lavender was awake. “What’s happened, Hermione? I was with Ron downstairs, and when I
came up your bed was empty with the curtains open. I thought you might have sneaked off to
Snape’s rooms again, but you usually close your curtains when you do that. What’s up?”
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Hermione told her in an exhausted voice. Lavender was aghast, full of horror and sympathy,
and held her friend while she sobbed. They sat together on her bed for a long moment,
Hermione trying desperately to control her tears. Suddenly, they both looked up sharply at the
sound of a whispered “Hermione?”

“It’s... it’s coming from the bathroom, I think,” Lavender said very softly, moving quickly back
to her own bed to grab her wand. When the tall, dark figure emerged from the bathroom into
the dormitory, two wands were pointed at him.

“Severus?” Hermione said, incredulously. “What on earth...?”

He moved quickly towards her bed. “Shhh... you’ll wake Miss Brown. I...”

Lavender cleared her throat and lowered her wand. “I’m awake, sir. Should I go to the
common room for a moment?”

“No, Miss Brown. Please stay — you can be helpful. I have only a minute or two. Hermione, I
hope you haven’t heard yet, but...”

Hermione shook her head. “I have heard, Severus. I’m just back from a meeting with
McGonagall and Dumbledore. Rita Skeeter owled them. Did you really have to do it? Oh,
Severus!” She collapsed weeping on his chest.

“No — your parents are alive, at least I hope so. As I walked down to Apparate to the Dark
Lord, I remembered taking your parents down earlier, and I realized that they would be the
perfect target to test me. Their murder would achieve several of the Dark Lord’s ends at once:
it would cut my ties to the Order and Hogwarts, prove to the world that I had no desire for
you, devastate you and probably Potter as well, and perhaps bring you out where we could
capture you if you are silly enough to attend the funeral. And as it turned out, he also used it
to punish Avery for his latest screw-up — he ordered Lucius to put an anti-Apparition jinx on
him so he’d get caught and establish my guilt.”

“Of course! It should have been obvious they'd be attacked, once we knew Malfoy saw them at
graduation. I should have thought of it as well! Oh, Severus.” She cried even harder in her
relief, and he ran his hands through her hair comfortingly, smiling an apology to Lavender
over the top of her head.

“Don’t cry, love. I’m sure they’re all right. I sent a Patronus to Tonks before I Apparated to the
meeting, just in case, telling her to move them to Houndsnape Hall for the night, but make it
look like they were still sleeping in the house. It was very lucky that I did, since there was not
a moment for me to send a warning. Tonks set up a ridiculous quantity of wards, I assume to
give herself time to transfigure something to arrange in their beds. Whatever she put in the
beds were breathing, anyway. We didn’t trip any wards, but an alarm went off a moment after
I’d cast the second Killing Curse, so I think she must have waited in the house herself. The
alarm was to signal me that all was well and hurry us away lest Malfoy decide to investigate
the bodies more closely or burn down the house. Your parents will be safe at Houndsnape
Hall; Timothy will look after them.”

Hermione looked at him for a moment and then clutched him tightly against her chest again.
“Thank you, thank you, thank you, Severus. I knew you wouldn’t do it.”

He held her away from him. “I’m afraid I might have had to if I hadn’t guessed it in advance. I
was hoping to get to you tonight before you heard, but perhaps your initial reaction was
useful. We must not let the Headmaster know that they’re alive, you know; he needs to think
me isolated as much as the Dark Lord does. If he finds out I’ve disobeyed him, he won’t trust
me. And he can trust me, as you know; he must. You can tell Minerva; take her advice on who
else should know — Potter, I think, and probably the Weasleys and Longbottom, if you’ll be
seeing a lot of him. But not the Headmaster! Make her see that. And otherwise, I’ll need you
to act, and Miss Brown can help you there, can’t you Miss Brown? Coach her a little?”

“I’ll try.” Lavender giggled. “She’s a horrible actress, you know.”

“Don’t worry, Lavender. I’m getting lots of practice these days.” She giggled a bit hysterically
in her relief. “Dumbledore wants me to act, too. He’s asked me to demand your marriage
proposal and set it afire with contempt tomorrow at breakfast, when I see the paper.”
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Severus nodded. “A nice touch.” He thought for a moment. “But you’d do better still to sign it
— with contempt, of course. That will bind me even more closely to the Dark Lord, and he’ll be
even more annoyed and afraid of you. It’s one thing to have the Ministry and the Order after
me, but the thought of an angry Muggle-born witch with a signed marriage contract... well,
that’s truly terrifying. Now, I must go; Malfoy was going to see his son, and I’m supposed to
be packing. Luckily I did much of that this afternoon.”

“Oh! Draco’s been put under Ministry supervision. All of them were. They were overheard
talking at the ball.”

“Ah. That explains it. None of them showed up to receive the Mark this evening. Lucius
thought something had gone wrong with their Portkey. Well, I hope they are well hidden —
I’m delighted that the boy has escaped, but Lucius is not going to be happy. And neither is the
Dark Lord. I must hurry.” He kissed Hermione firmly. “Hold to your faith in me. I probably
won’t see you again until this is all over. But with your brilliant mind working on this, we can’t
help but win.”

“And yours as well, Severus. Keep safe. I love you.”

He looked at her hard for a moment, and she realized that this was the first time she’d
actually told him so. It was true though. She smiled and nodded to confirm it. He finally
wrenched his eyes from hers and turned to Lavender.

“Miss Brown,” he shook her hand, “please keep her from giving herself away. And I shall be
seeing you before too long, I suspect.”

Lavender sighed. “I’m afraid so. But thank you for trusting me, sir.”

He turned and smiled sadly at Hermione one last time before closing the bathroom door
behind him.

“Um... Hermione? What is Professor Snape doing in our bathroom?”

Hermione sighed and explained. Then both girls tumbled back into bed.

~*~

Hermione read her paper in silence. Suddenly, to the obvious concern of Lavender Brown, with
whom she’d been talking a moment before the post-owls arrived, she burst into tears. When
all attention was focused on her (and Ron and Harry were reading her paper wide-eyed with
horror), she dried her eyes and marched up to the Head Table.

“Headmaster, I am no longer a student this morning; I would be grateful if you could return
that offer of marriage you are holding for me.”

The Headmaster nodded. “I thought you might be asking for that, Miss Granger,” he said,
handing her the contract with a theatrical sigh and a secret twinkle, but his eyes widened in
horror as Hermione whipped out a quill and signed it. There was a flash of light, and Hermione
turned briefly to see Colin Creevey putting his camera away.

Hermione handed the parchment back to the Headmaster. “Thank you, sir,” she said firmly,
her voice filling the hushed Hall. “Could you please place this on file at the Ministry for me? If
that greasy bastard thinks I’m going to let him off the hook now, he has another think coming!
Let’s see how he likes being bound by a wizard’s contract to someone whose parents he’s
murdered! That scum had better hope he doesn’t survive this war, because if he does,
marriage to me is going to mean a new level of pain — I don’t care how many times he’s been
tortured by Voldemort!” She nodded to her Professors, most of whom were wincing at her use
of Voldemort’s name, and returned to her seat. Harry, Ron, Lavender, and Ginny had tears
running down their faces. The two boys stood as she approached, and they both put their
arms around her. She hugged them hard for a moment. Then she sat down between them,
poured herself some coffee, and calmly buttered her toast, oblivious to the horrified looks
everyone at the table was giving her.

Lavender walked with Hermione to the Head Table as breakfast was ending, her arm around
her roommate, and asked Professor McGonagall if she could be allowed to stay at Hogwarts for
a while. The Professor looked at them shrewdly, and then invited her to share the guest room
with Hermione and Ginny for a few weeks.
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“We’ll see how things develop after that, Miss Brown. Mr. Potter and Mr. and Miss Weasley will
be staying for much of the summer holidays, as you very well know. I’m aware of your
relationship with Mr. Weasley, and I would think your parents might be concerned about your
staying here with so little supervision, but if you behave responsibly, I’ll write them and
suggest you remain with the other students. You may join them in seeing off your friends, and
I’ll have the elves move Ginny’s, Hermione’s, and your things into my guest room. Then you
can owl your parents and settle yourself.” She glanced at the Headmaster, who nodded. “The
Headmaster has invited those of us who will be staying to have sherry with him in his rooms
this evening at six.”

“Thank you, Professor McGonagall; thank you, Headmaster.”

Dumbledore smiled. “I think this may be a very good idea, Miss Brown. Spending more time
with Miss Granger may help you with your special project, which I think may come to fruition
quite soon. But, Miss Granger,” he said, turning to her with narrowed eyes, “whatever
possessed you to sign that contract? Mr. Creevey has a photograph of your doing so, which I
fully expect to see in the Daily Prophet tomorrow. I will be forced to file it with the Ministry,
you know.”

Lavender interrupted, as they had arranged, putting a supportive arm around Hermione. “I’m
sorry, Headmaster, but it was my idea. Hermione asked me to help her, since she’s not a very
good actress, and she was very upset at the thought that Professor Snape might be hurt if he
read about her tearing up his proposal. I pointed out that she could show her contempt just as
well by accepting it.”

“Perhaps, but Miss Brown, how could you...? Miss Granger, you don’t seem to realize...” The
Headmaster shook his head. “Hermione, you’ve now committed yourself to a legal marriage
with the man who killed your parents! I really don’t think you can have realized the full import
of that yet. You may find when it comes to it that you cannot bring yourself to marry him after
all, and you’ll be bound by the contract if he doesn’t want to release you.”

Hermione looked around and assured herself that all the other students and faculty members
had left the Hall. “Headmaster, how could you think that Severus would not release me if I
asked? He is only pretending to be evil, you remember. There’s no need to assume he is truly
what you have asked him to pretend to be. But in any case, he and I will be married when the
war is over. My parents approved my engagement, and even killing them can't change that.
You yourself said last night that he had no choice but to do what he did; if he hadn’t killed
them, they would have all been killed by Malfoy and Avery. I love Severus, and I trust his
judgment. Whatever he did was for the best. I’ve explained it to Lavender, and I’m going to
tell my other friends. I can’t pretend to them that I don’t still love him. And it will distract and
upset Harry to think that I am disillusioned and angry with Severus. That’s what Voldemort
wanted.”

The Headmaster nodded stiffly. “I suppose so. But I must insist, Miss Granger...”

Professor McGonagall put her hand over the Headmaster’s and interrupted. “Very proper
sentiments for an affianced young woman, Miss Granger. All right, you two; the carriages are
surely here by now. Go and see your friends off, and we’ll deal with all this later. Stick close to
Hagrid, Hermione, and all of you keep your wands out at all times. This is a dangerous
moment. Show discretion in front of the other students. There will be Aurors at the station.”

“Yes, Professor,” Hermione and Lavender said in unison.

“How did that go?” Hermione whispered as soon as they were out of the Hall. “Was I
convincing?”

“Very convincing when you signed the contract, but I think Professor McGonagall suspects
something. She was looking at us in a funny way when you were arguing with the
Headmaster.”

Hermione sighed. “She’s going to find out anyway, and soon. And if she agrees, I think I
should tell Harry and Ginny and Ron, too. I really hope you don’t mind keeping secrets from
the Headmaster; this isn’t my first, I’m afraid. We all really do love and trust the man — it’s
just that he tends to jump to conclusions about my relationship with Severus. He’s really weird
about the student-teacher thing.”
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“Give me a little credit, Hermione. Remember, I was at your engagement dinner. Where he
went on about your N.E.W.T.s? Obviously, he doesn’t really want you to marry Professor
Snape and he’s hoping that your parents’ murders will turn you against him, even though he
has to admit that Snape had no choice. So he’s annoyed that you signed the contract rather
than tearing it up, particularly since he’d clearly arranged for it to be publicized. He’s worried
about your reputation, and Hogwarts’. And, of course, his own. Your engagement with Snape
is clearly something he didn’t arrange; it’s not part of his plan, and he doesn’t like the idea.”

“Exactly, Lavender. And thank you for your coaching and your support with all this.” Hermione
smiled. How had she lived with this woman for seven years and not discovered her
perceptiveness?

Their friends were holding a carriage for them, and Hagrid shooed them into it. It was a bit of
a squash, particularly since they all had their wands out. Everyone seemed a little shy of
Hermione, and Lavender fussed over her a bit, to remind her that she was supposed to be in
mourning. She sniffed once or twice, then smiled brightly, and asked Neville about his
apprenticeship. His nervous, rather rambling answer lasted all the way to the station.

The platform at Hogsmeade was patrolled by eight figures wearing the distinctive sapphire
blue robes of Aurors. Hermione noticed Tonks at the other end of platform, her bright pink
hair unmistakable in the morning sun. The students all tumbled out onto the platform and
stood exchanging hugs and saying their goodbyes to the friends who were going back on the
Hogwarts Express. Hermione rather regretted missing this final journey, but since her closest
friends were staying at the school for the summer, it would not have been the same anyway.
When the last red car had vanished in the distance they all stopped waving and turned to walk
back to the carriage.

As they began to walk away, Tonks hurried up, her hair dimming to a muted rose as she
pulled Hermione a little aside from the other students. To Hermione’s surprise, Tonks wrapped
her in a tight hug, and whispered into her ear. “Hermione, try not to react if you can, but your
parents are safe. Severus didn’t kill them.”

“Yes, thank you, Tonks,” she said equally softly. “Severus said he’d been able to warn you, but
I’m glad to know for sure. I owe you a lot.”

Tonks pulled away and gave her a sad smile, but her eyes were twinkling. “It’s him you owe.
Honestly, that man’s got superb instincts. Pity he never trained as an Auror. Your parents are
fine. He said not to tell anyone — even Dumbledore — but I suppose you’ve seen him since
you know all about it.” Tonks gave her a questioning look.

“Yes.” Hermione tried to keep her face solemn, despite her elation at the confirmation. “From
what he said you were really clever, too. Give them my love when you see them.” She gave
Tonks another quick, grateful hug and then hurried into the carriage with her friends.

“What did Tonks want?” Harry asked when they were all seated.

Hermione thought quickly. “She... Tonks identified my parents’ bodies. She just wanted to say
she was sorry. She was really nice.”

Ron and Ginny were sitting next to her, and both gave her big hugs. Harry just shook his
head. She felt tremendously guilty.

Hermione and Lavender and Ginny settled themselves into Professor McGonagall’s guest room,
and while Lavender wrote her parents, Hermione wrote Rita Skeeter a note thanking her for
her advance warning, and sending her the exact script of her remarks that morning. Rita
would know something was up, but she was on the right side and would undoubtedly keep it
under her poison-green hat. When they returned from the Owlery, they went to Professor
McGonagall’s office and asked her if they could speak with her confidentially. She banished the
portraits and asked Hermione to cast a strong Silencing charm. “Yours are far stronger than
mine are these days, dear.”

Her relief at hearing of the Grangers’ escape was considerable. She congratulated Hermione
on their rescue and praised Severus’ and Tonks’ resourcefulness. At first, she could not see
why the good news should be kept from the Headmaster, but after some thought, she agreed
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that, although he would not admit it, he would distrust Severus if he knew that his orders had
been disobeyed and that he had less of a hold on his spy than he thought.

Hermione sighed. “You know, I really think this rationing of information is silly. I have so
many secrets from different people these days, it’s hard to remember who is supposed to
know what. Still, Severus knows what will be most effective for him, and he was quite
insistent that we should hide the fact that he faked the murders from the Headmaster. But I’d
really like to share everything with my friends. I think they should all know that my parents
are alive and that my attack on Severus this morning was a fake. And they need to be aware
of — of what should be done if I have... um... medical problems. And Harry, at least, has
figured out what happened New Year’s Day, and I confirmed his guess. He said Ginny and Ron
know, too.”

“I should have expected that. He knows you very well. And telling your friends about your
condition seems wise. Lavender, in particular, may be helpful.” Her eyes twinkled.

“Your condition?” Lavender looked puzzled, and Hermione pulled out her wand and dropped
her concealing charm.

“Oh my God! Hermione, you’re huge!” Lavender’s eyes were large and frightened. “Is that one
of the other things you're keeping from the Headmaster? Is Snape...?”

“Yes, Severus is the father, but it’s a very long story. And it’s actually something Dumbledore
demanded I do for the Order, and the circumstances surrounding the conception are...
complicated. We’ll talk about this later, but I thought you needed to know. In fact, I’d like to
leave off the concealment charms when I can — they’re more and more tiring to keep up,
although being able to see my pregnancy seems to make the Headmaster nervous.”

Professor McGonagall snorted. “Of course it does, dear. As it should. All men get nervous
around heavily pregnant witches. Don’t worry. I’ll tackle him about telling the others about
your pregnancy. We’ll talk tonight about the rest.”

“Thanks, Professor. But we need to tell Harry and Ron soon. I don’t want them worrying. But I
should probably get back to work now. I think the Headmaster has something special he
wants me to work on this summer. We’d planned to meet before I went to Houndsnape Hall.”

“That’s right; I’d almost forgotten. Albus said I should remind you, if you seemed to be
sufficiently collected to work, that he’d like to talk to you.”

Lavender turned to Hermione in a business-like way. “Now, Hermione, don’t get caught up in
some project and forget your role. You’re trying to be brave. That slightly too bright smile you
did in the coach and at the train station will be perfect for the Headmaster. And, if you can
manage it, cry a bit, not in front of him, but before you go in. Don’t blot the tears; let them
run down your cheeks and dry, and then smile brightly. You’re very controlled, very calm on
top of lots of turmoil.” She smiled. “In fact, you can be brave for your baby — you know that
stress and high emotions aren’t good for it. It’s a really noble role.”

Professor McGonagall smiled at her. “I see. You’re the acting coach. Well, it’s good that
Hermione has one. Usually we Gryffindors are not terribly talented at dissimulation.”

“I know,” Lavender said proudly. “Professor Snape said I should have been a Slytherin, I’m so
good at deceit.”

Hermione gave her a mock-jealous look. “I don’t think he’s ever said anything so
complimentary to me!”

Lavender smirked.

~*~

The Headmaster responded so sympathetically to the dried tears and bright smile that
Hermione almost felt ashamed of herself. He discussed her parents only briefly, however, and
then put to her a problem in charm creation. It was clear from his occasional appraising
glances that he didn't quite trust her calm demeanor.

“Hermione, I’m so happy you felt... well enough to come to see me,” he said gently. “I know
it’s difficult, but sometimes the best thing to do is to work on something else for a while. It
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helps distract you and prevent you from brooding about your loss. I have a new project that I
think you will find challenging. But we can discuss it in a few days, if you’d prefer that.”

Hermione took a deep breath. “No, sir. I think I’d like to hear about it now. I’ve always
focused on work when things are hard to deal with. I think a new project would be a good
thing.”

“Very well,” he said, a little dubiously. “But don’t push yourself too hard. You must remember
the children.”

“I will, sir. I think about them all the time. Don’t worry.” She smiled sadly at him. “What is it
you would like me to do?”

“Now that your database is more or less complete, I think you’ve got time for a new project,
Hermione. If you’re willing, I’d like you to work on a charm that will allow Harry to vanquish
Voldemort.”

Hermione tried to hide her elation. “I’m... I’m honored, sir. But wouldn’t Professor Flitwick be
able to do a more effective job?”

Dumbledore sighed. “Filius is in a complicated situation. He has family ties to people with
strong sympathies for Voldemort’s cause. He will help us as he can, but he cannot devote his
summer to this project as you can. And he is only Harry’s teacher. I would expect you to have
more insight into Harry’s strengths and weaknesses. You know more about Voldemort than
anyone but me, and more about Harry than anyone but perhaps Ginny and Ron, so I think you
will be the best person to work on the problem. I would have wanted you involved in any case,
and I have complete confidence that you will be able to come up with a curse that will end
Voldemort forever. And I will be glad to work with you if you run into difficulties.”

“Thank you, sir. I’ll do my best. Although I’d always thought Harry would just use the Killing
Curse. He’d be allowed, wouldn’t he?”

Dumbledore shook his head. “He would, but I think Harry would do better not to try to use
that curse against him. It’s Voldemort’s own particular specialty, and he has far more practice
at it. Harry won’t be able to practice in advance, and he might not be able to cast it. He hates
Voldemort enough to kill him, I think, for the sake of his parents and Sirius, but he might also
have a sneaking sympathy for the boy whose childhood was as difficult as his own. No, I don’t
think it would be wise to depend on the Avada Kedavra Curse.”

“So what can he use?” Hermione was interested.

“The ‘power the Dark Lord knows not,’” he answered, quoting the first prophecy. “The
principal weakness of Voldemort, and Harry’s principal strength, is the ability to love.
Voldemort has never experienced the love of another person, and he has never allowed
himself to feel love himself. As a result, he underestimates it. He views love as a foolish
weakness, and power as the only important force in life. He is wrong. It is Harry’s tremendous
capacity to inspire and give love that has saved him in every encounter he has ever had with
Voldemort, and it is love that he must use to defeat him.”

“Love saved him?” Hermione said. “I know his mother’s love saved him when he was a child,
and I know about the time that Voldemort tried to possess him, right after Sirius died, but the
other times?”

“Every time. It was the traces of his mother’s love in his blood that protected him from
Voldemort when he attacked Harry in Quirrell’s body. The seeds of his love for Ginevra
Weasley gave him the courage to enter the Chamber of Secrets and inspired him to stab the
book that had so tortured her. His loyalty and love for me called Fawkes to him at the moment
of his need. His love for Ron led to the confrontation with Sirius, during which Harry’s love for
his father and his father’s friends led him to save Sirius and spare Wormtail, an act which may
still bear fruit. His desire to see his father allowed him to cast the Patronus spell that banished
the Dementors. In the duel with Voldemort after the Triwizard Tournament, he took the
offensive because he wanted to be worthy of his father’s love, and he escaped because the
strength of that love drew both his mother and his father out of Voldemort’s wand to support
him. It was his love for Sirius that brought about the confrontation at the Ministry, and
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although Sirius’ death was tragic, Harry’s action made it impossible for Voldemort to operate
in secret any longer and imprisoned several of his most dangerous supporters.”

“But how do you wield love as a weapon? How can it injure Voldemort?”

“That is the question I would like you to answer, my dear. I’ve asked Harry to remove his
memories of these events, so that you can examine them carefully in the Pensieve. I hope
they will inspire you. I would suggest a charmed object, which might be enhanced by a potion
as well. Or it may be that a hex can be developed. You might also think about some sort of
love-based protection for Harry. When you have worked out what you would like to do in a
general way, we will talk it over and work on it together. And I can also offer you an assistant.
My niece Elizabeth will be staying at the castle for much of the summer. You will remember
that she is also pregnant, and since her husband is helping the Order with wards and security
charms this summer, when he isn’t off playing Quidditch, it will be convenient for them to stay
here. She, like you, is a target; in her case, it is because of her relationship to me.”

“I’m sorry she’s a target, but I’m glad I’ll have a chance to meet her.” It would be very
interesting indeed to meet this paragon whose child Dumbledore had almost forced her to
bear. “And I’d love to work with her. When is her baby due?”

The Headmaster smiled a little fixedly. “I suggest you ask Elizabeth about the details yourself.
However, I ask you not to reveal to her that your children will be half-siblings. She and Jean
will be arriving in about a week’s time.”

“Thank you, Professor Dumbledore. I’ll enjoy comparing notes with another pregnant witch.
And I hope I’ll be able to come up with a charm for Harry. It’s a really interesting challenge.
May I talk to the others about it, or is this as secret as my other work?”

“No, I think you’ll do well to talk with Harry about this, and possibly some of the others. Talk
to the people he loves and the people who love him, though they should be enjoined to keep
your discussions secret. But I want you to be creative. You claim to be in love yourself,” he
looked at her critically for a moment, “and if you truly are, you have some idea of the power
that love holds. But there are many kinds of love. I’m sure you’ll work something out.”

“Thank you, sir. I will look forward to working with you, then. And Elizabeth.”

She retired to her study in the tower above Dumbledore’s office and to her Pensieve and spent
the rest of the afternoon studying Harry’s confrontations with Voldemort. When she returned
from her second perusal of the duel in the graveyard, she had the glimmerings of an idea.

It was well after six, and when she opened the door, she could hear the buzz of conversation
from Dumbledore’s office below her. She straightened her robes and slowly descended to join
her friends. It had been a very long day.

~*~

Hermione spent the next week doing background research on the charm for Harry. She had
several long talks with him, explaining what Dumbledore had asked her to do, and about what
Snape had done. She made a list of those who called forth Harry’s love in various ways,
including his parents and Sirius, of course, as well as Remus Lupin, Mrs. Weasley, Dobby,
Professor McGonagall, and Hedwig.

“And, er... Hermione. You should put Snape on the list, too,” Harry said hesitantly one
afternoon. “I’m grateful to him for how happy he’s made you, and for all the sacrifices he’s
made for us. And he’s really taught me a lot this year. I never thought I’d say it, but I admire
the man.”

“Really?” Hermione was thrilled. “Oh, Harry! I’m so glad you are fond of him, too. He really is
a good man, and so brave.”

She hugged him, and he smiled ruefully. “He’s still a bit of a git, though, you know, when he
gets annoyed.”

“Of course he is, Harry. Whatever you say.” She added the name Severus Snape firmly to her
list.
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All the students had been informed by Dumbledore of Severus’ reasons for killing her family;
and Minerva had taken them aside one by one and told them that the murders had been
faked, in violation of the Headmaster’s orders. They all pledged reluctantly not to tell him. This
was a tremendous release for Hermione — now she didn’t have to feel guilty about accepting
her friends’ sympathy for an atrocity that had never happened. If it left Dumbledore as almost
the only occupant of the castle who didn’t know the true story, she thought resentfully, that
was his own fault.

Hermione’s research for Harry’s charm was broad. She talked with Lavender about love
potions, on which Lavender had done considerable research. (She claimed her knowledge
stopped short of actual experience, however.) She talked with Madam Pomfrey about the
possibility of charming potions into an unconscious patient. She studied Love Charms and
hexes and spells that required the caster to focus on a loved one. She studied divine love,
human love, romantic love, maternal love, and sexual love. She wondered if there were really
the sharp divisions between them that Dumbledore had seemed to imply. She made a vast
collection of protective amulets that bound emotions and the kind of spells that required the
focusing of emotions for the spell-caster.

She had at first thought that perhaps making Voldemort himself feel love was the solution,
that the emotion would explode his shattered soul. She searched for a spell to inject a love
potion into his body or a hex that would have the same effect. But further research and
thought suggested that such a feeling of love would merely temporarily distract him; it might
actually make him stronger in the long run. It seemed unlikely that he could be hurt by his
own feelings, however unusual. And a love potion seemed a strangely artificial kind of love,
more akin to sexual lust — not the profound force that Dumbledore seemed to have in mind.

No, what had hurt Voldemort before, particularly when he tried to possess Harry’s body, but
also when he had tried to touch him using Quirrell’s body, was the contact with the love that
Harry felt for Sirius or that Lily felt for her son. As Dumbledore said, it was the love that Harry
felt or inspired that could hurt Voldemort.

Yet Voldemort had overcome the pain his soul had once felt upon contact with the remnants of
Lily’s love in Harry’s blood. That blood now ran in his own veins and did not injure him. What
was it about the spell that reconstituted Voldemort’s body that changed that blood? It must
have somehow deactivated Lily’s love, in the process of blending with his father’s bone, with
Wormtail’s flesh, and his own soul. The deactivated love had, however, apparently inoculated
him from the effects of the same love that was active in Harry’s blood, just as the injection of
dead or weakened bacteria immunized a person against infection. She began reading
extensively in Muggle biology books. Had Voldemort’s soul built up some sort of antibodies
against the traces of love in his blood? That seemed unlikely; otherwise, the love in Harry’s
body when he possessed it would not have been so painful. So it was not exactly like an
inoculation. Or perhaps it was just more specific...

Perhaps there would be a way to activate Lily’s love in Voldemort’s body, to make his own
body as unbearable as Harry’s had been, with his blood burning his flesh, his bone, and his
soul. It would require Harry to call forth his mother’s love — to claim the love that was in
Voldemort’s own body and turn it against him. A spectacular autoimmune reaction! How could
this be done? Could she reverse the effects of Voldemort’s Dark spell? She consulted with
Dumbledore, who obtained from Severus the probable ingredients used in Voldemort’s
resurrection potion. Would a magical injection of Harry’s blood, willingly given this time,
reactivate his mother’s love? Or was there a more direct way to reactivate the traces of Lily’s
love in Voldemort’s blood? Something she’d seen several days ago might work... there was a
spell for extinguishing love; perhaps it had an antidote, or a counter-spell?

She searched through her books again, and yes, there it was. Well, that might do for a
starting point. It was essentially a spell one could use to get over a failed romance, and it
required the spell caster to wear an amulet containing a bit of both partners in the relationship
to work; an antidote would presumably require the same. That might be a problem. Was there
anything left of Lily Potter? Hermione did not want to rob her grave, as Voldemort had robbed
his father’s. Perhaps a wizarding photograph would work as well? The appearance and
characteristic posture and movements of a person embodied a bit of the soul, didn’t it?
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Hermione had been working on Dumbledore’s challenge for almost a week, and she considered
such questions as she walked to the hospital wing. Her pregnancy was becoming more
bothersome now, in her third trimester, and she waddled a bit as she walked. She hurried a
little, knowing that the mediwitch had Apparated back to Hogwarts from her vacation home in
the Cotswolds specifically in order to see her. She found her happily exchanging gossip with
Minerva McGonagall, however, and clearly relaxed from her time away from Hogwarts. After a
few minutes the Professor left them alone.

Madam Pomfrey began by showing Hermione how to put a Charm of Total Weightlessness on
the babies, so that they would not press against each other in the womb. She didn’t think the
old French charm she’d been using would be strong enough.

“You must do this every morning and every evening; it will prevent the premature birth that is
almost normal for Muggles who have twins or triplets. You may have to do it more often as
your time approaches. Both weightlessness and concealment charms tend to fail in the last
two months.”

“That will be convenient,” Hermione said wryly. “Just as they’re needed the most.”

“That’s why they fail,” The Healer answered imperturbably. “Now, onto the table with you. I’ve
got a new test today that I think you’ll enjoy.”

Hermione obediently clambered onto the examining table.

“How is your work on the Curse project coming? Are you still researching injection spells?”
Madam Pomfrey asked, as she cast some of the basic diagnostic spells. “I must say I’ve been
hoping that would work — the idea of You-Know-Who under the influence of a really strong
love potion is somehow very satisfying.”

“No, I’m currently thinking about trying to reactivate Harry’s mother’s love in Voldemort’s
blood. A love potion might be the way to do it in the end, but I’m hoping to find a counter-
charm to the Extinguo Amor.”

“Interesting.” The mediwitch looked at her thoughtfully. “You might want to look at some of
the charms used to cure witches of postpartum depressions as well. I believe some of them
work by reinforcing the strength of maternal love. I don’t know whether any of them are
blood-based, however.”

Hermione made note of three authors whose books might deal with such charms, and then
Madam Pomfrey asked her to lay back on the examining table for the new test. After
explaining the procedure, she passed her wand horizontally over Hermione’s abdomen, and
suddenly ghostly images of her three sons appeared a few feet above it. Hermione gasped and
then looked at them lovingly as they turned slowly above her so that the mediwitch could
check their positions in her womb. They were so beautiful and perfect. Tears came to her eyes
as she thought how much Severus would have enjoyed seeing them. Well, if all went well, he
would see them in the flesh in just a few months.

Madam Pomfrey noticed her tears and put a hand on her shoulder. “Missing him? Of course
you are.” She lowered her voice. “And it’s a shame your mother and father can’t be here as
well. Never mind, dear. We’ll take care of you, and when this horrible thing is all over, you’ll
all be together again, and the little ones as well.”

~*~

Severus, Merlin knows when you’ll be able to read this, I know, but I had to tell you that I saw
the babies today. Madam Pomfrey has this spell that makes an image of them float over my
stomach, and I could even see their little faces. They look like real babies, now, though their
skin is still a bit wrinkly and they’re still quite small — only about a foot long. They were
packed tightly as a handful of Gillyweed, but they had the right numbers of arms and legs and
toes and fingers, she said. And one — Titus, I think — has a huge nose. I wish you could see
them. I love you.

~*~

Hermione checked her book daily for the week after writing the note, but there was no
answer.

~o0o~
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Chapter 27 – Lavender’s Masquerade
~o0o~

Summary: The Grangers' funeral becomes the occasion for a daring Death Eater kidnapping.

~*~

Tonks and Agamemnon Rookwood had made arrangements for the Grangers' estate to be
taken care of and had planned the funeral along with Robert Granger’s brother, Richard, and
Charlotte Granger’s sister, Sarah. Hermione went to the Headmaster’s office the afternoon
before it was scheduled to occur in order to press once again to be allowed to attend. She did
not particularly want to take part in the charade, but she thought she would have insisted if
her parents had really been killed.

Dumbledore refused, of course. At last he admitted that the reason she couldn’t go was that
Lavender was to go in her place, transformed into Hermione by Polyjuice Potion. The plan was
that she would be captured and taken before Voldemort, but that he wouldn’t dare hurt her
because of the prophecy.

“It was Severus’ idea,” the Headmaster explained. “He didn’t mention the prophecy, of course,
but I am certain he would not have suggested this plan otherwise. Miss Brown has a quite
phenomenal talent for projecting imagined memories — I’ve tested her myself. And with your
Spy’s Potion, she is quite able to choose what she shows Voldemort. Severus has been
working with her extensively. We initially thought we would have to manufacture some
plausible pretext to allow her to be undefended enough to be taken, but your parents’ funeral
presents an excellent one. It will be small and private, and Severus will try to be part of the
group that is abducting her, so she’ll be well taken care of."

“Couldn’t I go as Lavender, then? I could take Polyjuice, too.” Hermione really wanted to go,
now, since it would mean seeing Severus for a moment. Perhaps they could even exchange a
few words.

Dumbledore shook his head. “I’m afraid that will be impossible, Miss Granger. Not only would
there be a risk of your abduction along with Miss Brown, which would be disastrous, but
Polyjuice Potion, the only disguise that would prevent you from being recognized by your
relatives, would be fatal at this stage of your pregnancy. Your children are not affected by the
potion, you see, so that if you suddenly became Lavender Brown, whose body has not gone
through the physiological adjustments that your body has to adapt to your pregnancy, you
would explode, and the babies would be crushed. By the same token, Miss Brown will not
appear to be pregnant, although she may find that she has a rather stretched abdomen, and
her hormone levels may be a bit unstable. But since the children are individuals by now, and
not represented in the potion, they will not be reproduced by her body."

"I see. So she will not have to cope with the weight anyway. That's probably a good thing. And
it would be a lot to explain to my aunt and uncle."

"Exactly. She will be wearing Muggle clothes, of course, since it is a Muggle event, and she’ll
wear her hair in a way that emphasizes the difference between her appearance and yours last
March. We hope to keep Voldemort fixated on this nonexistent pure-blood witch. This ruse will
confuse him further.”

“But won’t that endanger her? He might hurt her, once he’s convinced she’s not the witch in
the prophecy. He might try that plan of rapes and miscarriages Lucius Malfoy talked about in
March.”

“Severus is quite certain he will not. Voldemort is confused and hesitant about the whole
thing. He’s asked Severus to capture you so that he can determine whether you are the
woman he saw last spring. And obviously, he’ll see the same face, so he will still worry about
hurting her — and the mere idea of sharing what she would experience during a rape would be
terrifying to him. She will, of course, have an emergency Portkey, in case Severus is wrong.
And she can use that to return to my office in any case, whenever she is released.”

“He won’t think it’s worth injuring or detaining her to demoralize Ron and Harry?”
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The Headmaster shook his head. “Severus has told him that he believes that any injury done
to you will simply make Harry more focused. And he will see in Lavender’s mind that your
smothering affection is making Harry complacent and lazy, so he will want you to remain here
until Harry is defeated. Then Severus can claim you anyway, since you so rashly signed his
marriage proposal, and they can begin their project to collect the Snape Trust.”

“I see. What other false information will Lavender be projecting?” Hermione felt a little jealous
of her friend’s skill.

“Various scenes that will help ensure Severus’ security — scenes of him misinforming me and
counseling delay and excessive caution at Order meetings, scenes of him casting spells on
Harry that impede his training, scenes of him sneering at me when I’m not looking, and so
forth. All these things would make you angry, so it will seem natural that they come to the
front of her mind with Severus before her. She’s quite convincing. She’ll need several locks of
hair from you, by the way, and some of your most characteristic Muggle clothes. And she will
be more effective if you agree to work with her a little this evening.”

“Of course, sir. I’d be glad to. If it is to protect Severus, I won’t argue with your plan.” She
frowned. “But you’ve obviously been in communication with him since... since the murders.
Why have I not been given that information for my database?”

“Well, I didn’t think... it’s so soon...”

“Headmaster, I’ve told you: I will not blame Severus for my parents’ deaths. I need that
information, and now that I have agreed to this mission of Lavender’s, I don’t see any reason
you should hide it from me. Unless, of course, the contact person is one of those people you
don’t want me to know about.”

“No, no... I’ve assigned Luna Lovegood to meet with him. She finds she isn’t fond of fighting.
She’s a gentle soul, and offensive spells and dueling have never been her strengths. She’s
quite good with shield charms and healing spells, and I think that will be her role in battle, but
it isn’t anything she needs to practice. So she’s taken a job in a Muggle tea shop in Little
Hangleton. Severus visits the shop often, at random times, claiming that the coffee
Voldemort’s servants provide is undrinkable — he’s been complaining about this for twenty
years, so it’s quite a plausible reason. It’s convenient, but Death Eaters don’t frequent it, and
he can potentially leave messages there for her as well. Kingsley Shacklebolt lives nearby, and
Luna’s staying with his family.”

“Luna? She’ll drive Severus nuts! She’s completely without subtlety.”

“No, I don’t think so. She’s intelligent, and he’s always had a rapport with her. She’s a bit of
an outcast, you see, just as he was. From what I’ve seen they get on quite well.” He paused
and then opened a drawer of his desk. “All right; you may include them in your database. Just
don’t romanticize the man.”

Hermione rolled her eyes, but thanked the Headmaster and took the two small bottles of
memories up to see in her Pensieve.

Rather to Hermione’s surprise, the Headmaster had been correct in his assumption that
Severus and Luna would get along well. Their interactions were quite formal and a little
awkward, but each of them showed respect for the other’s intelligence, and their
conversations were quite cordial. Hermione began to understand how Luna could congratulate
her so sincerely upon her engagement. Clearly she, too, found the dour Potions Master an
acceptable companion.

It was certainly true that Severus’ position among the Death Eaters had become far more
elevated. Only Bellatrix Lestrange, Augustus Rookwood, and Lucius Malfoy were as trusted as
he now seemed to be, and unlike them, he had never failed Voldemort. Only his lack of
enthusiastic glee in the presence of death and violence lowered him to their level in his
master’s eyes. Nevertheless, his new position meant he was privy to more decisions and was
able to steer them in ways that could be more easily coped with by the Order. He also stood
beside Voldemort when his subordinates reported and was able to use Legilimency at the
same time, so that he saw not only what Voldemort saw, but could observe what his master
was looking for. His early warning had allowed many recent atrocities planned against Muggles
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and anti-Voldemort wizards to be prevented, and Voldemort had not the slightest reason to
believe that he was the cause. She could easily see why Dumbledore feared that she might
romanticize Severus’ matter-of-fact reports to Luna of his truly heroic and clever spying. But
what could be more proper in a wife than to romanticize her husband?

However, one negative aspect of Severus’ constant presence in the headquarters of the Death
Eaters was the achievement of one of Voldemort’s more dangerous goals. He wanted Severus
to teach every Death Eater a very destructive curse, the Sectumsempra hex, one that he had
developed during his student days. Lucius Malfoy had praised it to Voldemort as being in many
ways more dangerous than Avada Kedavra, but he didn’t know the wand movement. The
curse was quite easy to cast and required only feelings of fear or anger, not the fierce hatred
required by Avada Kedavra, so that it could be cast upon unknown opponents in battle by
quite mediocre wizards. And it did not drain the caster’s magic as the Avada Kedavra did, so
that it could be cast many times in the same battle. Depending on the power of the feelings
and the wizard, it opened multiple bleeding wounds on the body of the opponent, who was
rendered unable to cast a retaliatory spell and most often passed out and bled to death. It
could be blocked, Malfoy assured Voldemort, but once it hit, death was almost inevitable.
Severus was forced to teach it to Malfoy and a group of Death Eaters who in turn would teach
their own subordinates.

In his meetings with Luna, however, Severus assured her that there was a counter spell, one
unknown to Malfoy, which he would not teach to the Death Eaters. It involved tracing the
wounds with a wand, three times, to close and heal them. It required compassion and
affection for the afflicted person and the incantation had to be sung. Dittany, if taken soon
afterwards, could prevent scarring. Severus had made a risky visit to the Shacklebolt house to
teach her and Kingsley the healing spell, and Hermione was startled to notice that the tune of
the incantation was that of the lullaby Severus had sometimes sung to their triplets. Kingsley
also learned the offensive spell.

Dumbledore had both spells taught to everyone in the Order and small groups of trusted
Aurors had learned them as well. Those who knew the healing spell had taken to carrying
substantial quantities of dittany in the pockets of their robes.

The evening before the funeral, after dinner, Hermione met her friends in the Gryffindor
common room, since the boys were still staying in their usual dormitory. There she worked
with Lavender, as did Ron, Harry, Neville, and Ginny, until she could mimic many of
Hermione’s most typical gestures and expressions almost perfectly.

“It’s really weird,” Ron said, looking at Lavender in puzzlement. “You don’t look like Hermione
at all, normally, and yet, you look just like her when you hold your mouth that way. I hope
you don’t start nagging me about studying, too.”

“It’s called acting, Ron,” Lavender said with one of Hermione’s impatient gestures. “It’s what I
do.”

The other students collapsed in giggles, although Hermione sobered quickly.

“I’m really sorry you have to do this, Lavender,” she said. “I feel like it’s something I ought to
be doing myself.”

“Don’t be silly, Hermione,” Harry said. “You’re pregnant. You couldn’t risk it.”

“It’s not only that,” she said, shaking her head, “I couldn’t do it. Severus says Lavender is
brilliant at projecting events that never happened — and that was the one part of Occlumency
I could never really manage. I always had to use things that really happened and then
disguise my emotions about them.”

Lavender smiled. “Well, I was never any good at Occlumency. I wouldn’t be able to begin to
do this at all if you weren’t so good at Potions. So it’s a team effort. Now,” she said firmly. “I
need several strands of your hair. Luna’s brought me four vials of this specially modified
Polyjuice Potion. Professor Snape told her each vial should last for four hours, and he’s
modified it so that it doesn’t interfere with the Spy’s Potion. I’ve got two vials of that.”
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Hermione let Lavender cut four curls of her hair and they added them to the potion. It turned
a pale, transparent lilac. Then they all talked encouragingly to Lavender and hoped to see her
the next evening. Ginny stayed in the common room to talk with Harry for a little, but
Lavender and Hermione headed back for Professor McGonagall’s rooms. Rather hesitantly,
Lavender confessed that she was nervous about standing before Voldemort.

“I mean, he’s terrifying, isn’t he? But you wouldn’t be terrified, since you’ve seen him before.
But if I look surprised or startled, he might work out that I’m not you. He can’t even suspect,
because then he could simply wait until the Polyjuice wears off.”

“But you’d use the Portkey before that, won’t you?”

“Yes, I suppose, but it would look peculiar. He’d wonder why I didn’t use it at the beginning
and not trust what he’s seen, and the whole effort will be wasted. No, it’s best if I can avoid
that. Professor Snape said the information we want to show him will be much more impressive
if he thinks I’m completely in his power. I just wish I knew what to expect. Harry tried to draw
me a picture of what You-Know-Who looks like, but he’s not a very good artist.”

Hermione paused for a moment, thinking, but then she beckoned to Lavender decisively. She
led her friend through her secret doorway to her study, which had been moved, much to
Professor McGonagall’s delight, to the professor’s sitting room. Lavender followed her with a
look of awe as she walked into her tower room. Hermione walked coolly over to the empty
Pensieve and added to it the memory of her encounter with Voldemort at the Malfoy mansion.
She showed Lavender how to enter the Pensieve and then sat at her desk nervously and
waited for her friend to return.

“Wow! Hermione, I... thank you so much for letting me see that!” Lavender emerged from the
Pensieve and looked at her friend, amazed. “That was... really scary. You were so impressive.
I’m not sure I could ever have done that — that I can do this.”

“Yes, you can. I’m sure you can, Lavender. And if things get tough, just remember you’re a
pure-blood. You can look down your nose at him and curtsey.”

Lavender laughed. “Yes, I suppose I can. Thank you, Hermione. At least I have an idea of
what he’s like. And it gives me an idea of what you were like with him, which helps, too.
Maybe this will work.”

“Of course it will, Lavender. And Severus will keep you safe, I’m sure. Now, let me show you
my aunt and my uncle, so you’ll recognize them...”

~*~

Hermione spent the next morning in the library, her worries about Lavender soothed as her
worries always were by the beauty of the sun filtering through the stained glass and the
enticing scent of old books. She was also cheered by the fact that Madam Pomfrey had been
right: there were lots of spells and potions to remind a depressed mother of her love for her
child, and a number of them were blood-based. She copied them all onto a parchment,
interested that dittany seemed to be an active ingredient of most of the potions and that some
sort of lullaby seemed to figure in many of them. Three specific lullabies were given in musical
notation. Slowly humming the intervals, she quickly realized that one of them was the one
used in the counter-curse to Severus’ Sectumsempra hex, Severus’ mother’s lullaby, and
another was a kind of inversion of the same song. They would harmonize if sung together.

She was puzzled that the songs would be the same, but then she remembered that Severus’
parents had not got along well. If his mother had been suffering from depression, she might
have sung the lullaby to keep herself focused on her son. She hummed the tune again. It was
a rather melancholy tune in a minor key, sweet and soothing. Yes, it did have an invigorating
effect; she felt happier, more at peace with the world. She put her hands on her swollen belly
as she hummed. It seemed to quiet the triplets as well. Severus would then have associated
the tune with his mother’s love and used it in the healing spell for the Sectumsempra hex. A
mother’s love... Dittany... Somewhere there was an important point buried here.

She mused on this, looking up at the scene of the four Founders of Hogwarts grasping hands
that was shown in the stained glass above her. Ironic that Voldemort had decided to use a
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curse in which the counter-curse involved a spell that might weaken him. Or was it a
coincidence? Did Severus know the original purpose of the lullaby?

“Hermione?” She looked up, startled, into the smiling face of her Head of House.

“Professor! I didn’t expect you back so soon! How did it go? Was Lavender taken? Was anyone
hurt?”

“It went off like clockwork,” Professor McGonagall reassured her. “I stuck quite close to her
throughout the service, with my wand drawn and never mind the Muggles. I saw Severus in
the back as we entered, not very well disguised, actually. I think he was alone. He caught my
eye and blinked once, then turned away. I waited with Lavender until everyone had left the
church for the cemetery. There were only a few people around when we emerged, and
Severus pulled her away from me, then he put his arm around her and Disapparated, just as a
man from the Daily Prophet snapped his camera shutter. I think you, or at least Lavender, will
be on the front page again tomorrow. All to the good, Albus thinks.”

“I’m so glad. I was most worried about that part, actually. I thought there might be a crowd of
Death Eaters and I was afraid other people might have been injured.”

“Severus was worried about that, too. Lavender said that when they first plotted this, he said
he would try to argue that a single wizard would be more inconspicuous. And of course the
fact that he was barely disguised and will be identified means that Voldemort will seem to
have an even greater hold over him.”

“And now we just have to hope that Lavender returns safely. How long do you think they will
hold her?”

“Only a few hours, we hope. Although Severus thought it was possible that Voldemort might
want her held overnight, so that he could test her resolve again in the morning. But don’t
worry. She has her Portkey, and Severus will try to stay with her at all times and make sure
she’s secure when he can’t. She’s really an excellent actress. I had to keep reminding myself
that it was Lavender — she looked and sounded so much like you, talking to your aunt and
uncle.”

Hermione spent most of the afternoon in her study, trying to distract herself with her work
and not imagine what might be happening to Lavender. With Professor Dumbledore’s
permission, she had left the door from her staircase to his office open so that she would be
able to hear if Lavender arrived by Portkey, but there had been nothing, and at six she
returned to Professor McGonagall’s guest room to dress for dinner. It was to be an unusually
formal meal, since Dumbledore had invited them all to dine in his rooms. Hermione assumed it
was to celebrate the success of Lavender’s mission and worried that it might be premature.

“I’m sure she’s all right,” Ginny assured her as they pulled on dress robes. “Ron’s in a real
state, but I keep telling him, if there was a problem, she’d Portkey back. The fact that she
hasn’t is a good sign. The longer she is held, the more chance she’ll have to project
misinformation.”

“I hope you’re right. I feel so guilty that she has to do this.”

“Don’t be silly. We’re simply taking advantage of the situation. She’ll be fine. Those red robes
really look like they were designed for a pregnant woman, Hermione. They’re really flattering.
The more pregnant you get, the lovelier you look. Too bad Professor Snape can’t see you in
them. Here; let me help with your hair.”

They joined Professor McGonagall, resplendent in her tartan robes, and walked to
Dumbledore’s office. It didn’t seem right to arrive for a social occasion through the shortcut to
her study.

“Almond Roca,” said Professor McGonagall, and the gargoyles nodded as the wall slid open to
reveal the moving stairs.

Hermione gave a quick glance around the room as they entered the office. A young woman
with long blonde hair gave her a moment’s hope that Lavender had returned, but then she
turned and Hermione recognized Elizabeth Dumbledore Yves, now visibly pregnant. Beside her
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stood one of the most attractive men Hermione had ever seen. His features were irregular and
quite ugly, but his face was so animated and engaging that she liked him at once.

“Hermione, Ginevra, this is my niece Elizabeth and her husband Jean Yves; Elizabeth, Jean,
this is Hermione Granger and Ginevra Weasley. You remember Professor McGonagall from
your last visit, of course.”

After exchanging greetings, the Headmaster poured drinks while Professor McGonagall and
Ginny engaged Jean Yves’s attention on the subject of Quidditch and Hermione and Elizabeth
quickly fell into a discussion of their pregnancies, exchanging due dates and complaining about
their symptoms.

“But you are very large indeed, Mrs. Granger! Are you certain that you are only one month
ahead of me?” Her English was smooth and fluent, though lightly touched by an attractive
French accent.

“It’s Miss Granger, actually; but please do call me Hermione. Yes, Madam Pomfrey says my
pregnancy is completely normal.”

Elizabeth’s eyes grew round, and she looked quite embarrassed. “I... I’m sorry, Hermione. It
must be very difficult to go through a pregnancy alone. I’m sorry I mentioned it.”

“That’s all right, Elizabeth. My fiancé and I hope to be married by the time I give birth. The
circumstances are complicated. Severus is a professor here at Hogwarts and I’ve only just
graduated. We were... forbidden to marry.” She glanced eloquently at the Headmaster, who
had joined the Quidditch conversation.

The corners of Elizabeth’s mouth tightened a little as she looked at her great-great-uncle.
“Yes, he can be a little... We, too, had difficulties with him. But Severus... Severus Snape is
your fiancé? But did I not just read in your Daily Prophet that...?”

“As I said, the circumstances are complicated. I’d prefer that you asked the Headmaster to
explain. That way I won’t have to worry about saying too much.”

“As you say.” Elizabeth looked even more embarrassed and quickly changed the subject.
“Uncle Albus has been telling us about the war. We had no idea that matters had gone so far
here. Jean is here to help, you know. In fact,” she said confidentially, “I shall be allowed to
help as well. He was just beginning to explain as you arrived. I shall be working on a very
important hex with one of the most brilliant wizards Hogwarts has ever graduated. It will be a
great honor.” She broke off as Harry, Ron, and Neville entered the Headmaster’s office,
looking around, just as Hermione had, for Lavender. Hermione caught Ron’s eye and shook
her head, then smiled at him encouragingly.

The introductions were completed quickly and, as Hermione might have predicted, Harry and
Ron enthusiastically joined the Quidditch conversation. Neville, however, approached
Hermione and Elizabeth.

“No word from Lavender, then, Hermione?” he asked softly.

Hermione shook her head. “No, although apparently Severus thought she might be kept
overnight. He’ll keep her safe, I’m sure.”

The Headmaster joined them as well. “Of course he will keep her safe. She’s very well
prepared for the mission and it will be a great success, I’m sure. Now, have you two young
ladies begun to discuss your project yet?” He turned to Hermione. “I was just beginning to tell
Elizabeth about you when you arrived.”

Elizabeth looked stunned. “You are the charms expert I am to work with, Hermione? I’m sorry.
I did not...”

Hermione blushed slightly. “Of course you didn’t. The Headmaster said that Charms was your
specialty at Beauxbatons, too. I look forward to working with you.”

Neville smiled proudly and put his arm around her. “You’ll like working with Hermione,
Elizabeth — she’s a great partner. We worked together for five years in Potions. I would never
have got my O.W.L. in Potions without her.”
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Dumbledore beamed. “Yes, I’m sure you two will find you have a lot in common... er... in
addition to the obvious.” He looked a little uncomfortable. “You even speak French, Hermione,
or so Professor McGonagall tells me.”

“A little,” Hermione said. “Elizabeth’s English is far better, however.”

Elizabeth smiled at her and then turned politely to Neville. “And what is it that you do?”

They chatted a few more minutes until Professor McGonagall drew Ginny’s attention to
Hermione’s stained glass window, still lit by the midsummer evening light. Neville hadn’t seen
it either and broke off their conversation to join the others. Hermione and Elizabeth followed
him to the window.

Ron was snickering over Harry’s triumphant expression as he held the winged key aloft, and
Neville and Ginny were looking at the scenes with great interest.

“I’d heard rumors, but you guys never told me what really happened after that three-headed
dog,” Ginny breathed. “I quite like the troll. The little x’s on his eyes are cute.”

“Quirrell did that, actually,” Ron said honestly. “Luckily. I don’t think we’d have managed.
Though Harry and I did knock out the other one — the one that Quirrell let in during the
Halloween feast.”

Ginny looked at Harry. “So this is what you lot did to win Gryffindor the House Cup your first
year?” She pointed to the last scene, where a group of children held aloft a silver trophy.

“No, actually, it wasn’t us that won it. It was Neville that put us over the top, for trying to stop
us doing all this,” Harry said. “And quite right he was, too. We were unbelievably lucky.”

“Nah,” Ron said, punching Neville lightly in the arm. “He was just being obstructive. Hey,
that’s another scene you left out, Hermione: You should have shown Neville lying on his back
on the floor glaring at you standing over him with a wand, wringing your other hand and
apologizing frantically!”

Hermione smiled at her friend, pleased that he could joke. “I put him in the cup scene, Ron;
he’s the one holding the cup.” Neville bent down and examined his stained glass portrait
carefully. “I thought he'd rather be immortalized in a more dignified position.”

Elizabeth moved over to look at the window. “This is beautiful work, Hermione. Modeled on
the Sainte Chappelle? You made it yourself?”

“It was part of my Transfiguration N.E.W.T. It came out a lot better than I thought it would,
but Ron keeps reminding me that I left out all the bits of our adventure where I embarrassed
myself. If I’d known the Headmaster was going to do it so much honor, I’d have consulted
with them first.”

“And the children doing these tasks are you three? How old were you?”

“Harry was eleven; Ron and I were twelve.”

She looked at the little episodes, bending down to look at the penultimate scene. “Who is this
man with the half-undone turban and the two faces? He looks quite medieval!”

“Oh, that’s Voldemort. Well, it was our Defense master, actually, but Voldemort was
possessing him at the time — he’s the face in the back of Professor Quirrell’s head.”

Elizabeth looked thoughtful. “Hogwarts seems to offer a much more... um... rigorous
education than Beauxbatons. Fleur Delacour told me that she and Viktor Krum were
thoroughly outshone by both Hogwarts contestants in the Triwizard Tournament three years
ago, even Harry, who was three years younger. I begin to understand why. We would never
have been allowed to do such things at Beauxbatons.”

“Well, they weren’t allowed to do such things here, either,” Dumbledore told her with a
twinkle. “But this group of Gryffindors has never let that stand in their way for very long.
Severus always says they don’t think the rules really apply to them.”

Elizabeth was still looking at the window when the Headmaster invited them into his private
quarters for a sumptuous feast. Hermione was placed between Jean and Ron and spent most
of the meal trying to look interested in the Quidditch moves they were discussing over her
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head. Only when dessert was served and Ginny began to taunt Ron about something that
happened during their dueling practice earlier in the day, did Hermione get a chance to talk to
Jean. She was a little nervous, since her knowledge of Quidditch was entirely superficial, but
she asked him about the special wards he was working on for the house in Grimmauld Place.
Very quickly became involved in a theoretical discussion that interested her very much. He
was quite charming, although when the subject was not Quidditch, his English was not as good
as his wife’s. Hermione suggested they speak in French, and he was clearly delighted with the
opportunity. She asked him about some terms that had puzzled her in the French Charms
book she’d bought in Paris, and they both became happily involved in a discussion of the
differing magical styles of the two nations.

It was quite late when Professor McGonagall and Hermione and her friends left the
Headmaster’s rooms. They walked together for a while, since the entrance to Gryffindor
Tower, where the boys were living, was quite close to Professor McGonagall’s rooms. Harry
and Ginny led the way, holding hands and talking softly, and Neville was involved in a
technical discussion of plant transfiguration with his professor. Hermione fell back to walk with
Ron who, now that the festivities were past, was clearly beginning to worry about Lavender
again.

“She’ll be fine,” Hermione assured him. “I talked to her last night, and I showed her my
memory of my encounter with Voldemort last spring. She knew what she was facing, and she
can handle it.”

“I know,” Ron said. “I know how good she is at it. And Snape would never let her do it if he
didn’t think she was good enough to fool You-Know-Who—and he should know. I think she’s
good, too. It’s just... she would never have been asked to do this, or been involved with the
Order at all if she hadn’t got involved with me. And if anything bad happens to her, I’m going
to feel really terrible.”

Hermione put her arm around his shoulders and gave him a little squeeze. “You know, Ron,
it’s her war, too. I asked her to do the web spell in my place even before the two of you got
together, remember? And what she’s doing could be really valuable. She’s showing Voldemort
that Harry’s weak and lazy and that Severus is evil, and I hope he’ll make some really bad
miscalculations as a result. She’s not really doing it for you, you know — or not only you. I
mean, if you two end up having children, you’ll want a world without Voldemort. I think she’s
probably doing it for them.”

Ron blushed scarlet, but smiled at her shyly. “Um, Hermione, we aren’t all as ready for that as
you seem to be.” But she couldn’t help noticing that he looked really pleased by her
suggestion. They walked the rest of the way in silence, and Ron seemed a million miles away;
but when they reached Professor McGonagall’s door, he turned to her and gave her a big hug.
“Thanks, Hermione,” he said, grinning at her. “You always know the right thing to say.”

Hermione woke up several times during the night and checked Lavender’s bed, but it was
always still empty. From the dark circles under Ginny’s eyes in the morning, she’d been doing
the same. Lavender was not at breakfast, and Ron was beginning to look really worried.
Remus Lupin appeared just as they finished eating and everyone in the Great Hall looked up
hopefully when the doors swung open. He looked puzzled at their disappointment, but firmly
led Harry, Ron, Neville, and Ginny off to dueling practice. Hermione retreated to her tower to
work on her charms and again left the door to Dumbledore’s office open. She kept busy
organizing the materials she’d collected for the various spells she was supposed to present to
Elizabeth and Dumbledore after lunch, but part of her mind was elsewhere. It was almost
noon when she heard the door to Dumbledore’s office open and she was so sure it was
Lavender at last that she was halfway down the stairs without noticing that she’d left her desk.

The voice she heard was not Lavender’s however, but Professor McGonagall’s, and she
sounded worried. “Headmaster, do you think something might have gone wrong? I’m
beginning to be afraid that it must have. Severus said she’d be back by late morning at the
latest. And Harry says Voldemort was extremely angry early this morning, though he didn’t
mention it for fear of alarming Ron. They’re all beside themselves. Oh, Albus! I’ll never forgive
myself if we’ve sent that sweet, enthusiastic young thing to her...”

The door closed, cutting off the voice. Hermione set her jaw and returned to her computer.
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By the time she joined her friends and the two professors for lunch, they were all looking
grim. Dumbledore’s guests and Remus knew only that Lavender was off doing something for
the Order, but they did not press the others for an explanation. No one ate much, and there
was not much conversation. Jean and Remus finished quickly and left together for Grimmauld
Place, where Jean would begin working on the wards, and Elizabeth looked a little lost without
her husband. They were all just rising to leave when suddenly Ron cried out, disentangled his
legs from his chair and ran for the door of the Hall just as it slowly swung open. None of them
got more than a glimpse of Lavender, dressed in a dark blue Muggle dress of Hermione’s,
before she was enveloped in Ron’s robes. He held her quite tightly for a very long time.

They all crowded around her anxiously, but she was clearly uninjured, and when she finally
emerged from Ron’s embrace she was grinning in triumph and both their eyes were wet.

“It went really, really well!” Lavender exclaimed, in answer to the Headmaster’s anxious
question. “He didn’t have any idea I wasn’t Hermione. And I showed him everything! May I tell
everyone about it, Headmaster? I’m so excited, I don’t think I can possibly keep it to myself!
And they all helped me prepare, so they deserve to know how it went.”

“Very well.” Dumbledore smiled at her, then called a house-elf and asked her to bring fresh
plates and the leftovers from the meal they had just finished. “I think a second lunch is in
order. Your friends were very worried about you, Lavender, and none of them did much justice
to the first one. This is my niece Elizabeth. She’ll be working with Hermione on a special
project here for the next few months. Everyone here understands, I think, how important it is
to keep this confidential.”

Everyone sat down again, eating enthusiastically as Lavender told her story.

“Professor Snape was wonderful. He Apparated me into a forest and dragged me into this
huge manor house, all without hurting me a bit. I struggled a lot, and called him horrible
names, but he just took the vine-wood wand the Headmaster loaned me and bound my hands
and ignored me like he does sometimes in class, so after a while I stopped yelling at him, and
he just looked at me and nodded.

"We had to wait in this awful, over-decorated sitting room filled with the most thuggish men. A
lot of them leered at me at first, but Snape glared at them and made some really nasty
comments and they all sort of slunk away. I never thought he could be scarier than he was in
class, but the way he talked to some of the Death Eaters! Finally, he took me out to the
garden to see You-Know-Who. He wasn’t on a throne or anything, like he was when you saw
him, Hermione. It was much more relaxed, and he was very polite, very courtly. It was just
him and Draco’s father and Professor Snape and me, and we were served a really delicious
lunch on the lawn under a huge tree. Professor Snape ate it, so I knew it was safe. And You-
Know-Who was quite nice. I was nervous, but managed to be coldly polite. Mr. Malfoy told me
I should address You-Know-Who as ‘my lord,’ but I called him ‘Mr. Voldemort’ instead, as you
suggested, Headmaster, and Mr. Malfoy and Professor Snape hissed and pointed their wands
at me, but he made them put them away, and he told me I should just call him ‘sir’.”

The Headmaster exchanged glances with Professor McGonagall. “He wasn’t angry with you? He
didn’t threaten you?”

“No, he was actually rather charming, or he would have been if his voice and skin and those
hideous red eyes didn’t make my flesh crawl. Mr. Malfoy was the scary one. He kept muttering
that I wasn’t pure; that I wasn’t the One; that I was a filthy... a filthy Mudblood. Excuse me,
Hermione, but that’s what he said.”

Her friend shook her head. “Of course. That’s just the way Malfoy talks, Lavender.”

“Well, I just looked at him like you always look at Draco — as if he was completely pathetic —
and sniffed, like you do, Hermione, and Snape snorted, and Malfoy pulled his wand on him,
and You-Know-Who told them both to behave themselves. Then he asked me about my
N.E.W.T.s, and if I was pleased with how I’d done.

"I told him that I didn’t have to talk to him, that I’d just been to my parents’ funeral because
of him and the greasy bastard he’d sent to kidnap me, and that it was sick to try to pretend
this was a bloody garden party. You-Know-Who just smirked a little bit and told Professor
Snape he’d need to train his future bride how to behave with her betters. And Professor Snape
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sort of leered and said he would enjoy bringing an uppity little Mudblood like me to heel. He
said he’d teach me my place. And then he slapped me, like we practiced. It feels like a really
light pat, but it sounds horrible, and I burst into tears and rubbed my cheek like he’d said to,
and they all just laughed. And then he turned to me and ran his finger across the cheek he’d
slapped and said I would behave myself like a lady and answer the Dark Lord’s questions, or
he’d be tempted to have an early taste of his matrimonial delights that evening, and I
wouldn’t enjoy it at all. And I was terrified — I didn’t have to act at all. He can be really, really
scary; not like we used to think was sort of scary in Potions class, but really frightening. I’m
sorry, Hermione, but it’s true.”

Hermione sighed. “I know, Lavender. He’s a little like that anyway, and he used to be more
like that. He just makes it worse when he’s trying to look like he’s on Voldemort’s side. It’s a
role. You, of all people, should understand.”

“I suppose. But it was frightening, nonetheless. Anyway, I said ‘yes, sir’ really meekly, and
then You-Know-Who asked me about the N.E.W.T.s again, and I answered him fairly politely,
and I kept looking at Professor Snape as if I was making sure he wasn’t going to get angry
again. I knew the N.E.W.T.s part was important — Professor Snape said he’d ask about stuff
like that to make sure I was Hermione.”

“But you aren’t!” Hermione said. “How could that prove that you were?”

“Oh, I just told him some of the things you’d worried about — I mean, that was easy; you did
rather go on about the N.E.W.T.s, Hermione.”

Ron and Harry snickered, and Hermione tossed her hair in exasperation.

“Anyway, then he asked how you’d done with Potions, and Professor Snape had expected that
and actually showed me your exam and explained it. So I told him about the idea you’d had
on the essay question, and he nodded and looked impressed. Then he asked about your
honors projects, and I glared at him and said I’d been working on a potion that would fight the
Imperius Curse, and I thought I had worked it out, but the Ministry wouldn’t let me test it. So
then he told me that if I wanted to join him, that I wouldn’t need that sort of permission and
that he would also supply any necessary ingredients or books. I thanked him, but pointed out
that for a Muggle-born witch to join an organization dedicated to pure-blood supremacy would
really be pretty stupid. Lucius Malfoy seemed quite pleased about that, and said ‘ah ha!’ and
sort of sneered at me, but You-Know-Who gave him a really dirty look. He said he could
guarantee that I would myself never feel the force of the Death Eaters’ pure-blood agenda,
and I looked at Malfoy and said I was too much of a Gryffindor to take such a very narrow and
selfish view of things, nor to trust someone who had ordered the murder of my parents.”

"Very well put, Lavender,” Hermione said, sadly, glancing at the Headmaster. "I only hope I
would have been able to say something so clear and yet so neutral. What did he say to that?”

“Well, it was weird, actually. He looked really surprised, and he said he thought I'd be grateful
to him for ridding me of people who tied me to the inferior Muggle world. He actually expected
thanks!"

Dumbledore shook his head sadly. "Voldemort has no conception of the love that normally
exists between parents and children. It is one of the most pitiable things about him, but it
leads him to some of his most heinous acts. Was he angry that you disagreed with him?"

"A little, I think. He stopped being quite so nice. He told me he was going to look into my mind
directly and take the information he wanted, so that I couldn’t lie. I should relax and be
grateful, he said, since I wouldn’t be responsible for betraying my friends. There was no
possible way that I could resist or fool him. And he said it would be less painful if they didn’t
have to force me.”

“That must have been terrifying, Miss Brown,” Professor McGonagall said sympathetically. “All
the more so in such a pleasant atmosphere.”

“Actually, in a way, it was a bit of a relief — I’d begun to think he wasn’t going to try to see
into my mind at all, and it was a waste of Hermione’s Spy’s potion. I pretended to resist — I
started sobbing and covered my eyes with my hands — and Professor Snape gave this
dramatic sigh and cast Incarcerous; then he held my chin up very firmly and charmed my
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eyes open. He didn’t hurt me at all, of course, though I suspect that if Mr. Malfoy had done it,
it would have been painful. But he was really scary, so it was easy to act frightened of him. So
then You-Know-Who looked into my mind, and while he did it, he said horrible, filthy things
about Harry, that I knew weren’t true. Professor Snape warned me about that. It’s a way of
bringing up other memories as a defense. So I showed him lots of things that made Harry look
weak and timid: some real memories of him being defeated by Tonks in dueling practice,
Hermione yelling at him for being stupid, falling off his broom because of the Dementors, and
goofing around with Ron and being childish. But I mixed a lot more false memories in with the
real ones, like him muttering to Hermione that Dumbledore was asking too much of him and
that he needed to take some time for himself and just be young; or Ron telling him not to try
anything dangerous, because we should always put our own safety first.”

“Now that would be a waste of breath,” Ron said, and Harry laughed. Hermione glanced at
Ron, who looked about ten years younger than he had before lunch.

Lavender giggled. “Oh, and at the last moment I put in a scene of Harry going on and on in
the common room about how incredibly sexy Pansy Parkinson is. Do you think he’d ask her to
try to seduce him? I can just see Parkinson seeing herself as Mata Hari!”

Almost everyone snorted, and Dumbledore smiled a little reprovingly. “It sounds like you did
an excellent job, Miss Brown; I hope it wasn’t too unpleasant an experience?”

“No... well, his eyes really are hideous, and I felt really filthy afterwards, though he never saw
anything I didn’t mean him to. But he thanked me in this really slimy way, so I felt like a
traitor. Nothing was actually painful or scary, but it felt rather like it might turn into that any
minute. Anyway, he told Mr. Malfoy to show me my room, and it was quite nice, with dress
robes laid out on the bed. And Professor Snape waited outside guarding the door, so I could
feel safe to shower and dress and take another dose of the Polyjuice Potion.”

She stopped to look around at her audience and then began again. “Just as I finished
dressing, Professor Snape knocked and took me off to this really formal dinner party with
about thirty Death Eaters — extremely boring, with everyone groveling to You-Know-Who and
trying to pass him the sauce boat and saying how delicious the food was. Mr. Malfoy was next
to me and kept making these nasty little comments about Mudbloods, which was unpleasant.
And as it went on, a lot of the thugs drank too much, and they tried to paw me as we were
leaving. But Professor Snape shot these subtle little stinging hexes at their hands and... other
places, which puzzled them no end — it was really quite funny. It took all my acting skills to
keep a straight face. Then I was taken back to my room for the night, and the Professor
warded it. In the morning, he and Mr. Malfoy came to get me, and Malfoy was completely
amazed. He must have still looked puzzled when we went in to You-Know-Who, because he
asked Malfoy what the matter was. Mr. Malfoy said he’d put an anti-Muggle-born jinx on the
bed, and he didn’t understand how I’d managed to sleep through the night. And then he said
very humbly that his master seemed to be right after all.”

“That’s odd,” said Hermione, looking towards the professors curiously. “Since she was in my
body, wouldn’t the jinxes have picked that up?”

Dumbledore shook his head. “Magic is attached to the soul, not the body. And such jinxes are
triggered by the lack of inherited magic, not the presence of spontaneous magic. Lavender’s
soul has sufficient quantities of ancestral magic to insure that none of the jinxes were
activated.” He turned to Lavender. “And was Voldemort pleased by Malfoy’s proof?”

“No, he was quite furious; he shouted at him at him. ‘She is the Pure One; she might have
been hurt, you fool. I might have been hurt!’ and Malfoy said that if I was pure then I wouldn’t
be hurt, and if I had been hurt I wouldn’t be the Pure One. Of course he was quite right, but
You-Know-Who wasn’t having any of that. He started hissing about how Mr. Malfoy had failed
him over and over, how he’d failed to obtain the prophecy and how Draco was a coward and
wasn’t worthy of the Dark Mark anyway. Then he pulled out his wand. That was the worst part
of the whole mission; I had to watch while Voldemort tortured him with the Cruciatus Curse.
Mr. Malfoy twitched and writhed on the ground, but he didn’t make a sound except for grunts
and heavy breathing, though he clearly wanted to scream. And then You-Know-Who would
stop and wait until he’d got his breath back and was beginning to stand up, and then he’d hit
him again. I actually felt sorry for Mr. Malfoy.”
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“You needn’t have,” Dumbledore said, coldly, looking at Ginny, who nodded emphatically in
agreement.

“I suppose not. When he finally stopped torturing him, he turned to me and did a charm and I
glowed blue for a moment, and he nodded and everyone looked pleased. Then we went back
out on the terrace for a big breakfast—Mr. Malfoy, too, though he obviously didn’t really want
to eat anything. He was still shaking a lot. And there were several others at the table: Bellatrix
Lestrange — I recognized her from her wanted posters — and a man called Rookwood, but not
the Mr. Rookwood that we met at Professor Snape’s house, and an old man he called Nott who
looked a little like Theo and a big ape-like man who never said anything. Oh, and there was
this huge snake that circled the table the whole time. You-Know-Who fed it table scraps.”

Dumbledore sighed. “And after breakfast you had another Legilimency session?”

“That’s right. He asked me what Professor Snape was like as a teacher, and I told him how
mean he’d always been, especially to Harry and Ron and Neville, and I mentioned the nasty
thing he said when Draco hit Hermione with the Densaugeo Curse and You-Know-Who
laughed—both Snape and Malfoy looked happy about that. And then he looked into my mind
and I showed him a lot of classes where Snape favored the Slytherins and took points from
Hermione when she’d given the right answer. And mixed with those scenes I showed him
imaginary ones where Hermione looked on angrily as Snape hexed Harry when he wasn’t
looking and Harry looked really puzzled and sort of hurt. And You-Know-Who asked me why I
hadn’t explained, and I said I thought Harry hated Snape so much it distracted him, and I was
afraid of making it worse. And Snape looked so smug I could have slapped him, but then, of
course, I realized that he was acting, too. He’s a real pro,” she finished enthusiastically.

“And then he simply let you go?” Harry seemed really surprised.

“Yeah. It was actually pretty weird. He told me very seriously to take care of myself, not to
put myself in the way of harm, and he said I should owl Professor Snape if I was interested in
joining the Death Eaters. And he instructed Snape to accompany me safely to the gates of
Hogwarts. But Headmaster, I didn’t sit a N.E.W.T. in Divination for nothing. Clearly, there’s
been a prophecy about a Pure One, whose fate is linked with You-Know-Who’s, and he thinks
it’s Hermione. I said as much to Professor Snape, but he just said, ‘Shhh, child. You’ve
conveyed the necessary misinformation to the Dark Lord. That is the important thing.’ And he
wouldn’t talk about anything — he didn’t say another word until we got to Hogwarts and I’d
changed back into me, and then he just handed me the vine-wood wand and said that my
charade had been even more useful than he’d hoped and that I was a brilliant actor. And he
told me to tell Hermione that he was well and that he missed her and that she should be
strong and have faith. And then he just turned around and Disapparated. And I ran up the hill
because it was a lot later than we’d said and I knew Ron would be worried.”

“Thanks, Lavender,” Hermione said, blushing a little. “It’s nice of you to tell me that.” It was a
bit frustrating to think he’d been so close — just outside the gates — and hadn’t come in to
see her, but she understood his caution.

“May we hear the prophecy, Headmaster?” Ron said. “If it concerns Hermione, we might be
able to help understand it.”

“No, I’m afraid not,” the Headmaster said sadly. “There has been a prophecy that concerns
Hermione, but we understand it quite well, and we think Voldemort does not. Its very
existence must be kept completely secret; don’t discuss it even amongst yourselves.
Voldemort does not know that we know of it, and should word get out, it might be fatal to
Professor Snape.”

The students all nodded seriously, and promised to keep quiet about it. Hermione was
pleased. A year ago, most of them would have jumped at the chance to do something that
might hurt the Potions Master.

~o0o~
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Chapter 28 – The Amor Mater Charm
~o0o~

Summary: Hermione and her friends make magical preparations for Voldemort's likely September
offensive.

~*~

When the excitement over Lavender’s adventure died down, Professor McGonagall led the
others off to practice fighting. The Headmaster asked Elizabeth to meet him in his office in half
an hour’s time to discuss the Charms project, and he walked back to his office with Hermione.
“Well, that was an unexpected bonus,” he said when they were out of sight of the others.

“Does Voldemort think I am a pure-blood now? Is that what the blue spell showed?”

“Yes, although again, it doesn’t really test blood, just the quantity of inherited magic. It’s odd
that the wizarding world is so focused on blood, really. Blood can hold certain important
qualities, but they aren’t usually inherited. They tend to come from experience, such as the
protection in Harry’s blood from his mother’s sacrifice. It’s the magic that’s the important
inheritance. We tend to forget that.”

“Hmmm.” With some difficulty, Hermione hid her interest in this observation. It was, of
course, the Headmaster's own focus on blood that had led him to misinterpret the Trelawney
prophecy. She decided it was a good idea to change the subject. “My idea about Harry’s spell
is based on Harry’s blood protection. But I assume you wanted to talk about something else
first, since you didn’t ask Elizabeth to come with us.”

“Yes,” he said, leading her up to her study and taking one of the armchairs. “I wanted to
discuss the prophecies for a moment.”

She looked at him curiously. “I don’t know what can be added at this point. Nothing more has
been explained since we talked at Houndsnape Hall. And I can’t explain things now any more
than I did then.”

“Yes, yes; I understand. I shall not force you to discuss whatever Septimius took it into his
head to give you to throw you together with Severus. I simply want to draw your attention to
some logistical difficulties brought on by Severus’s unexpected return to Voldemort.”

"You mean aside from the fact that I have to carry his children without the support of their
father's presence?" She tried to keep the bitterness out of her voice. "That I have to suffer all
this alone?"

He looked at Hermione sadly. “As the prophecies confirm, you and Severus have roles in this
war that are as important as Harry’s, and as with Harry, the consequences have been painful.
I am very sorry for this—it hardly seems fair. Our recent successes are all built on your
creativity and sacrifice. Your Dueling Draught and his information have changed the picture
radically. At the Christmas holidays we were losing ground badly and in danger of losing our
financial backing; now the Order is fully solvent and able to thwart most attacks. By any
measure we are now winning the war. And yet it is the two of you who suffer the most. He has
been regularly tortured by Voldemort and you have lost your parents and been made to
endure an unwanted pregnancy...”

“Not unwanted, sir. Never that. Neither Severus nor I wants our children to grow up in a world
where they have to fear Voldemort, sir. All of us are doing whatever we can; Severus and I
simply have been better placed to do things that others cannot.”

Dumbledore’s mouth tightened at the words “our children,” but Hermione held his eyes and he
very wisely did not comment. He merely sighed and shook his head slightly before continuing.

“I am worried, you see, about the prophecies. We can probably assume that ‘the three’ refers
to the triplets you are carrying. Madame Doré has explained to me that their magic on the
maternal side will come almost entirely from you, so despite my efforts, they are to some
extent your children, as the prophecy implies."
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"But that's a good thing, isn't it, sir? You've just said that the magic is more important than
the blood, and you've admitted that I am the Lioness. We want the prophecy to happen, don't
we?"

"Yes, of course." He still sounded reluctant to accept the idea. "Their magic will be partly
yours, you are carrying them, and you will give birth to them. This means, I fear, that you
must suffer further pain or be crippled somehow in order to cripple Voldemort. I hope that this
pain is minor and temporary for you—just enough to weaken him so that Harry can defeat
him. The prophecy does not suggest that the pain you will share with him is fatal to either of
you, but some suffering seems to be required, and I am sorry for this."

"But I've always been willing to suffer to defeat Voldemort!" Hermione tried to keep the
exasperation out of her voice. "This is only different because I know it ahead of time."

“Nonetheless it is a pity. In any case, the greatest problem I see at the moment is the timing.
We are expecting Voldemort to attack Harry in the next few months, probably before the end
of September. By bragging about his ability to kill Harry on the evening of his resurrection, he
ensured that his Death Eaters will doubt his omnipotence as long as Harry is alive. So he will
launch a major attack soon."

Hermione nodded. This was understood.

"The problem is that Severus will be with him until that attack, so you cannot be bound to him
before then. The Trelawney prophecy begins with that; it’s clearly a prerequisite for bringing
Voldemort to his knees. If Severus should return to Hogwarts now, we would lose our best
source of intelligence about Voldemort's plans. And it would be a mistake, I think, to sacrifice
his excellent position with Voldemort, because the battle does not hang by a thread at this
point at all, as the Goyle prophecy says it will. We are very likely to win it. So I wonder
whether the prophecies do not describe a later conflict. Should Harry fail, it may be that you
will be the last hope for defeating Voldemort.”

Hermione shook her head. “I don’t think so. The triplets do augment my magic, you know.
‘Their offspring, yet unborn’ it said. I assume that means that the events in the prophecy will
take place before their birth, which will be at the end of September—early October, at the very
latest. No, I think that the prophecies must refer to this battle that we are all planning for.”

“But you surely do not plan to take part in the battle! In your condition, that would be
madness.”

“Of course not. But perhaps I don't need to be near Voldemort for my pain to cause him pain,
if my suffering is to be shared with him. I wonder whether it might not relate somehow to the
spell I am planning; I am hoping to reawaken Lily Potter’s motherly love in Voldemort’s blood;
I will be a mother, too, or close to it. Perhaps it is just a reference to the fact that mothers
suffer for their children, and love for a child might be seen as ‘the strength of the weak.’ I’ve
always thought ‘the weak’ probably referred to women rather than Muggles.”

“Ah. That would be an interesting interpretation. But I am still troubled by the timing. We
should have performed a binding at Houndsnape Hall, of course, but there seemed no reason
not to wait until it would be more seemly.”

Hermione thought for a moment. “Could the word ‘bound’ in the Trelawney prophecy refer to a
more general commitment, rather than an actual binding ceremony? After all, contracts are
binding, and we have each signed one of those. And the particular witnesses named could be
just four among a larger number. Remus Lupin and Ted Tonks are scorned, and they were at
the announcement of our engagement. You and Mr. Rookwood might be those honored.” She
blushed a little at this rather deceitful attempt to explain away the non-existent problem.

Professor Dumbledore seemed not to notice her blush; he looked thoughtful. “Possibly, but it
seems unlikely. And there are these two further episodes of defiance that also must take
place, before... well, as you see, there are difficulties.”

“Yes, sir. I see your point. But again, I really don’t think we should let our interpretations of
these prophecies determine our actions" she said a little desperately. "We should just assume
that things will play out as they were meant to do.”
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The Headmaster nodded skeptically. “Well, I shall continue to think about it and perhaps
something useful will occur to me." He looked at his watch. "I should probably fetch Elizabeth,
so we can discuss your spell.”

Hermione outlined her research carefully to the Headmaster and his niece, and then they
began to discuss the various ways of implementing her ideas. Dumbledore approved the basic
principle of using Harry’s love for others to protect him and for reactivating the traces of his
mother’s love in Voldemort’s blood to attack him internally. After some debate, they decided
that four separate magical processes would be required. They needed a protective amulet for
Harry to wear, an attack spell, a spell to rekindle the mother’s love in Voldemort’s blood, and,
oddest of the lot, a musical conducting spell.

The amulet would be created by Hermione, charmed with reminders of those whom Harry
loved, to reinforce that love while he was fighting Voldemort and give him determination and
focus as well as protection. She asked the Headmaster to collect memories of Harry’s parents’
friends, so that Harry would be able to see himself as a baby with his parents in the Pensieve,
reminding him of the love he had experienced as an infant and preparing him to avenge his
parents’ murder. This would intensify the effect of the amulet and perhaps also the offensive
spell she planned.

The most important spell, and the most difficult to develop, would be the one that would be
cast upon Voldemort to destroy him. The others agreed that the most effective method would
be a variant on the counter-curse to the Extinguo Amor charm, altered to revive maternal
rather than romantic love. The variation would also involve the simultaneous injection of a
potion built on some ingredients that would counter elements of Voldemort’s resurrection
potion and include something of Lily Potter’s and something of Harry’s, as well as a binding
component, to prevent Voldemort’s soul from leaving his body and possessing someone else.

Hermione and the Headmaster would be responsible for developing and brewing the necessary
potions; and she would create and coordinate the other components of the spell in
consultation with the others. The Headmaster took on the task of finding something that was
personal to Lily; if nothing suitable was found, he thought a photograph might work. Hermione
had named the combined charm Amor Mater since it would be, in effect, an entirely new spell.

The third spell would reinforce the power of the Amor Mater spell. It would be cast by
surrounding Order members and would be a large-scale application of the spell to call a
mother’s love for her child using a lullaby. Elizabeth and Professor Dumbledore were awed by
Hermione’s idea of an army of battling wizards singing together a Lullaby charm that magically
called forth a mother’s love to do battle with hatred and evil. Elizabeth was particularly excited
about this one; she was a musician, and when Hermione mentioned the two harmonized
lullabies, she though it might be possible to combine several other of the lullabies together as
well into a harmonic whole, intensifying the effect. She would therefore be responsible for this
charm.

The fourth spell was Elizabeth’s own contribution. She suggested that she also create a
magical conductor, with an orchestral accompaniment, to keep all the voices together and
focused during the casting of the Lullaby charm.

All three were surprised when Dobby arrived with afternoon tea. Hermione and her two
companions had worked happily together for three hours, and they were all enthusiastic about
their plans. Dumbledore twinkled at both the young women, pleased with the results of
combining their skills, and Hermione and Elizabeth were well on the way to becoming fast
friends.

~*~

Severus, I’m so jealous that Lavender saw you yesterday. We were all really worried about her
being gone so long, but it seems to have been a great success. She was terribly impressed by
your acting skills. D.’s niece, Elizabeth, is here now for the summer, and she’ll be working with
me on some spells to help Harry fight V. It’s a really challenging project. And she really liked
my window—she recognized the connection to the Sainte Chappelle right away. The others are
training hard. I miss you terribly, and the triplets do, too. They’ve begun to kick quite
impatiently. I guess there isn’t a lot of room in there.

~*~



The Lioness Prophecies

289

For Hermione, the next few weeks were full of frantic work on the Amor Mater spell. Since
she'd taken out most of the books involving love spells and maternal love from the Hogwarts
library, Elizabeth moved into her tower study. Her computer was well protected, and in any
case Elizabeth was terrified of the Muggle technology and never came near it. A second desk
was supplied, and the two young women worked together pleasantly, sitting silently or
conversing in English or French or a mixture of the two. As two expectant mothers, they found
it amusing that their work involved so many mother-child relationships. They were working on
spells to reawaken the power of a third mother’s love in order to kill a man who had been
abandoned by his own mother. But they were both excited by the challenge, and they didn’t
dwell much on the irony.

Elizabeth's work harmonizing the various lullabies required a piano, and her uncle had found
her a magnificent concert grand. When she was working out the harmonies of the
countermelodies, a laborious and annoying process for a listener, a directed silencing charm
prevented Hermione from being disturbed. But when she was working over a problem in her
head and Hermione was willing to be distracted, Elizabeth would lift the charm and play. She
was a very skilled pianist, and Hermione found the music both soothing and conducive to
imaginative thought.

And as the blended lullabies neared completion, she would occasionally play the working
version for Hermione. To Hermione’s secret delight, the lullaby that Severus had sung to their
unborn children proved to be the best choice for the central melody. The tempo was slowed to
allow the other melodies to mesh properly, and the result was a majestic and stirring
composition, full of the hope and power of a mother’s love and the sweetness of the sacrifices
that mothers make. Such was its magical power that Fawkes, Dumbledore's Phoenix, often
joined them in the tower, and soon learned to sing along as Elizabeth played.

Once the music had been written, Elizabeth orchestrated it to accompany her conducting
charm. They discussed how to make the conductor visible, and Hermione suggested a solution
from a very old cartoon she’d seen as a child, in which children were asked to sing along with
a bouncing ball. Elizabeth adapted this with a large golden ball that would float over the heads
of the attacking Death Eaters, hitting the suspended words of the song-incantation on the
downbeats.

~*~

Severus, do you think we can have a piano at Houndsnape Hall? Elizabeth is working on a
song spell, using the lullaby you sang to our triplets. It turns out to have all sorts of
interesting properties. She works with a piano, and sometimes she plays other music for me.
(She’s working in my study.) I’d really love to learn to play when this is all over. It’s so
strange writing these notes to you, never knowing if you’re seeing them. I’ve stopped
expecting an answer now, though. I love you. So do Claudius, Titus, and Aurelius.

~*~

For the amulet, Hermione took the idea of a Catholic rosary and combined it with a literal
charm bracelet. On a heavy gold bracelet, itself charmed with protective spells, she placed
tiny gold images of things that Harry associated with the people he loved, and she charmed
each little image so that when he said the name of the person associated with it, a related
memory, chosen randomly from a large collection, flashed into his mind.

While Hermione was creating the bracelet, Harry spent hours in the tower study, mostly inside
Dumbledore’s Pensieve, visiting the memories the Headmaster had collected from his parents’
friends. He sometimes came back from these excursions with tears on his face, and often he
watched a single memory repeatedly. One afternoon, when he’d been in the Pensieve for so
long that both Hermione and Elizabeth had begun to wonder whether Hermione shouldn’t go in
and retrieve him, he emerged suddenly and walked straight to her chair and gave her a long
hug.

“Hermione, I am so glad you had Dumbledore collect these memories for me. Even if they
don’t help me focus, I’m really glad I’ve had a chance to see them. I can’t quite remember
them consciously, but they sort of echo in my heart, and they make me really happy. I’ve
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never quite realized what a loved and cherished child I was before my parents died. If the
battle goes... badly, at least I’ll have had this.”

Hermione hugged him back. “I’m so glad, Harry. You deserve to know this and remember this,
and I think it will be a help in the battle. And it won’t go badly; you’ll succeed.”

When the bracelet was finished, Harry began to wear it at all times, counting off the names
any time he had a spare moment. Soon he could say the names in sequence without even
thinking about it. He then began to recite this rosary of love at times when he was doing other
things, such as at dueling practice, where it seemed to add power to his spells and grace to
his movements as well as protecting him. He found he could pace himself by slowing or
speeding the pace of the names, and he could cast other spells nonverbally at the same time.

The Amor Mater spell was another matter. Hermione had programmed a computer
spreadsheet to do Arithmantic calculations to test various elements, but every combination
she tried fell short of success.

"Perhaps you are trying to put too much onto a single spell, Hermione," Elizabeth suggested
one day. "Maybe it needs an object as well as an incantation and a wand movement."

"I think it's the injection charm," Hermione said in frustration. "But Harry can hardly ask
Voldemort to take a potion in the middle of a battle!"

"But surely there is no reason not to hurt Voldemort! Why not a poisoned dagger? Or a
spear?"

Hermione sighed. "I suppose you're right. It's just so much less... elegant. And people will
think I've resorted to violence because I'm a Muggle-born."

Lavender, who was sitting on by the window with Ginny, waiting for the others to finish so
they could join the young men for a picnic, looked up sharply from her Witch Weekly. "I don't
think anyone will say a word, Hermione. After all, I'm a pure-blood, and I'd love to stick
something sharp and poisoned into Voldemort. And it will make a great visual image."

Dumbledore suggested that Harry use the sword of Gryffindor. The allegiance of both Harry
and his mother to Gryffindor House would help, he said, as would the association of the sword
with a previous battle in which he had defeated Voldemort. One edge of the blade would be
painted with a soul-binding potion and the other painted with the identifying potion to focus on
the bond between Harry and his mother. A paste-like potion would be rubbed along the flat
sides of the blade; it contained ingredients that neutralized the base of Voldemort’s
resurrection potion and was thickly infused with dittany to intensify the effect of the Lullaby
charm.

Using the sword required practice on Harry’s part, both in sword-fighting and casting spells
with his left hand. Dumbledore found a Muggle historian, the brother of a wizard, who
specialized in medieval sword fighting techniques. He was brought to Hogwarts to work with
Harry for a week in early August. (He was speechless when he learned he would have
opportunity to work with an actual eleventh-century sword.) Remus Lupin began to work with
Harry on casting spells with his non-wand arm, as well as practice in the transfer of the wand
smoothly from hand to hand.

The name of the Amor Mater spell did not work as an incantation at all, as sometimes
happened. She tried various other meaningful phrases, but with no success. One day, she was
inspired to test Lily Evans Potter as an incantation, and somewhat to her surprise, her
calculations showed that this was moderately successful. The Headmaster suggested she
augment it with the name of Voldemort’s own mother. She added the name of Merope Gaunt
Riddle to the incantation, and her calculations showed the chances of success increasing off
her scale. She drilled Harry on the pronunciation the Arithmancy seemed to favor.

“Each name has six syllables, Harry, but the stresses are slightly different. The maiden names
must be stressed so that the Muggle name Evans is contrasted with the pure-blood Gaunt, and
otherwise the first syllable of each name receives secondary stress. And you need to say it
very quickly and clearly. LI-ly EV-ans POT-ter MER-o-pay GAUNT RID-dle. ”

“LI-ly EV-ans POT-ter Mer-o-PAY Gaunt RID-dle. No, I know that wasn’t right.” He laughed.
“Why couldn’t you have come up with something simple, like Wingardium Leviosa?”
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Dumbledore also helped with the wand movement. He suggested that she include a tap on the
small scar inside Harry’s right elbow, where Voldemort had taken the blood for his
reconstitution. In the end, Harry tapped the scar twice before beginning the incantation and
then thrust with both wand and sword on the first syllable of Voldemort’s hated Muggle
surname. Hermione’s equations showed this sequence to be by far the most effective.

For the potion, Harry had to give blood willingly from the same spot, demonstrating that the
donation was at his desire by making the cut himself. Apart from Ron’s sudden, white-lipped
disappearance from the room, this went well. Harry was working harder on his various training
exercises than he had ever worked on his classes. Ginny spent long hours practicing with his
bracelet charm and coordinating his left-handed wand work and his sword-fighting.

Remus Lupin turned out to have a lock of hair belonging to Lily, braided with that of the four
Marauders and set into a crystal ring. “She made them for all of us over the Christmas
holidays our seventh year, to symbolize our eternal friendship,” he explained bitterly.

With his permission, Dumbledore removed three long red hairs from the braid and gave two to
Harry and one to Hermione for the potion. The charm for Lily on Harry’s protective bracelet
was a music box that Harry had seen his mother charm for him in one of Hestia Jones’
memories, and Hermione transfigured it so it opened to hold the two precious hairs.

“Maybe, Albus, you should remove Wormtail’s hair while you’re at it,” Remus suggested,
frowning, “since his friendship has proved to be less than eternal. We could make Polyjuice
from it and confuse things a bit during the battle.”

“No, Remus,” Dumbledore said reprovingly. “Leave it there, braided with the rest. He may yet
return to us, before the end. Don’t hate him; remember your love for him before his betrayal
and hope that it is enough to save him.”

Lupin turned away sharply, shaking his head.

~*~

Severus, did you know Remus had a ring with the hair of Harry’s parents? And Sirius, Remus,
and Wormtail. D. removed a few hairs today to use in a spell. Remus wanted D. to take all
Wormtail’s out as well, but D. seems to think that he might change sides at the end. Do you
ever see Wormtail? It’s strange to think of you there with all those horrible people and V. If
you talk to W., it might be a good idea to remind him of old times. Maybe then he’ll be more
apt to change sides. The babies are getting really heavy now. I’ve really started to waddle. But
Professor McGonagall says men get annoyed when pregnant women complain, so I won't. I
love you.

~*~

Ron had been set to work on destroying Death Eater morale, and was proving to be a brilliant
psychological strategist. Voldemort's Death Eaters hated to be reminded that he had failed to
defeat Harry five times. Ron’s idea was to use the press to remind them very frequently.
Voldemort’s aim was to terrify wizarding society, so that people would be glad to let him rule
Britain in exchange for a little security and happiness. Ron’s campaign was intent on showing
that it was possible to enjoy life despite the worst Voldemort could do. With Hermione’s help,
Rita Skeeter was recruited into the Order of the Phoenix. Her brother, as it turned out, had
been permanently crippled in one of the early Death Eater raids on Aurors and their families.

“The independence of the Fourth Estate is very important,” she said to Hermione
confidentially, “but enough is enough! What can I do to help?”

Under Ron’s direction and with and heavy invisible protection from some of the strongest
witches and wizards in the Order, Rita and her photographer began documenting the happy,
carefree life Harry was leading. Harry, Ron, Ginny, and Lavender were seen everywhere
together, laughing and enjoying a life untroubled by the threat of Death Eaters and Voldemort.
Rita wrote articles for the Daily Prophet about the carefree antics of the “Frolicsome
Foursome”; for Witch Weekly, she interviewed Ginny Weasley, who rhapsodized about
(fictional) exotic weekend getaways with Harry to the Greek Islands or romantic Marrakesh.
(Severus reported that, after the interview was published, Voldemort began sending pairs of
Death Eaters to a number of romantic vacation spots every weekend in hopes of catching
them. Several failed to return.) Other journalists followed Rita’s lead, and Lavender fast
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proved a popular favorite, gazing, besottedly into Ron’s eyes for the cameras and dismissing
the threat of “that pathetic little half-blood” with an airy wave of her hand.

Even Hermione was brought in to play a part. For the first time in months, she was allowed to
leave the castle in order to attend a Quidditch game. The Chudley Cannons were playing the
Falmouth Falcons, and Hermione accused Ron of staging an event here just to get free tickets.
The group included her four friends as well as Jean and Elizabeth Yves and her old friend from
the Triwizard Tournament, Viktor Krum. The Quidditch game was a tremendous success
(though Ron was disappointed that the Falcons won). The two famous Quidditch stars, the
pregnant wife of one of them, and the increasingly famous “Frolicsome Foursome” made a
highly photogenic group that was given broad coverage in Britain and abroad. The photos
failed to show the twenty Order members patrolling the stands, looking for familiar faces.

Viktor had been out of touch with Hermione for some time. He confided that he had been
secretly married to a British Muggle, who was now living in an Order safe house. Hermione
explained that she, too, was involved in a tricky romance, and congratulated him on his
marriage with a kiss on the cheek. Their smiling faces, with the roaring crowd of Quidditch
fans in the background, made the cover of the Sunday magazine section of the Daily Prophet.

~*~

I really hope you’re reading this, Severus. Please don’t worry about that magazine cover with
me kissing Viktor. I was congratulating him on his marriage. We were all supposed to be
having a marvelous time. It’s supposed to make you Death Eaters really depressed. I hope
you aren’t, though. I love you and I miss you. The boys and I are fine, Madam Pomfrey says.

~*~

A week after the game, Hermione was resting in her tower study, having just emerged from
one of Luna’s memories, in which Severus reported that Voldemort had suddenly begun
paying attention to the summer Quidditch finals. Ron Weasley stuck his head around her door
and asked if they could talk for a moment. She was delighted to see him, and led him to the
cushioned bench overlooking the lake. Elizabeth was at Grimmauld Place so they had the
study to themselves.

Ron ran his fingers through his hair as he asked about her pregnancy and told her about an
amusing interview Lavender had given the previous week. His deep voice sounded less
resonant than usual, and Hermione suddenly noticed how tired he looked. She took his hand
and asked what was wrong.

Ron looked up at her, his blue eyes dark and worried. “It seems to me," he said slowly, "that
no one is thinking about what is going to happen after Harry defeats Voldemort. A lot of us in
the Order have been asked to work on developing really brutal offensive hexes. Moody is even
trying to get permission from the Ministry for us to use Unforgivables—and Aurors already can.
Most of the strategies they’ve been talking about involve using the Killing Curse pretty
extensively.”

Hermione was horrified. “But that’s terrible, Ron. That’s stooping to the level of the Death
Eaters! And using those curses is really bad for you—it damages your soul to take a life! I
know we have to kill Voldemort, but...”

“Well, that’s the problem. If we get into an extended battle with Death Eaters, Dumbledore
and Moody seem to think that just Stunning them could be dangerous, because they could
wake up and do more damage. For example, in your net spell. Moody thinks maybe we should
kill the wizards who get trapped, not just Stun them and Bind them. Otherwise, a few Finite
Incantatums and Ennervates from a friend and they’d be fighting us again.”

“But I... I don’t want my spell used that way! Couldn’t you just... well, I don’t know; I see the
problem, but it just doesn’t seem right. Not that they’re not horrible people, but...”

“But that’s part of the problem," Ron said sadly. "A lot of them aren’t horrible people. I talked
to Snape about this once, and he said most them are just trapped, like he was and like Sirius’s
brother. They had no idea what they were getting into when they took the Mark. They’d love
to get out, now, but they don’t have the courage or the resources that Snape did. Except for
the very top levels, they don’t like Voldemort much more than we do.
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“But that’s not the worst of it. Killing a lot of people who are only misguided is going to cause
huge political problems later. The Ministry and the Order will have to demonize them in order
to justify the killing—that happened after the first war, and it was disastrous. It polarized
people and frightened them, and it gave the Death Eaters an enemy to rally against. Most
wizarding families are related, you know. They know their cousins aren’t really monsters, and
if they’re killed, there are going to be an awful lot of people who resent the Order and the
Aurors. Locking people up for a bit is one thing; but killing large numbers of witches and
wizards will be really demoralizing—and there aren’t enough of us to afford such a loss. We
need to keep them alive and change their minds, somehow. Otherwise, it’ll be hard to get
everyone to pull together again.”

Hermione looked at him in shock. Somehow, she hadn’t really thought beyond killing
Voldemort. She’d just assumed that, once that was done, everything would be fine. “You’re
right, Ron. It could be terrible. Do you have an idea what we could do about it? Something I
can help with?”

Ron nodded. “I have an idea, but I’m not sure how to work it. You’re the one that invents
clever spells, so I thought you might be able to sort of refine it so it works. You see, I thought
we could simply Portkey stunned Death Eaters into large holding cells and maybe hospital
facilities, too, if they’re badly injured. Take their wands and ward the cells, but treat people
humanely—with beds and good food and drink and maybe chess boards and Exploding Snap.
After all they’d be with their mates. Then, when they came out, they might be more likely to
surrender and apologize. They could rejoin the wizarding world as useful citizens if most of
their comrades are still alive and unhurt. There’d be lots fewer revenge murders and attempts
to re-form the Death Eaters or find a new Voldemort. It could make a huge difference in
moving us all beyond this afterwards.”

“What a wonderful idea! Why not just do it? Where’s the problem?”

“Well, it’s tricky. First, it would be impossible to get Ministry authorization for so many
Portkeys. They’ll ignore evidence of an illegal Portkey or two, sure, but hundreds would be a
problem. They could confiscate the wand that created them. And you can’t have fighters
carrying old boots and tin cans and things like that; they’re too bulky and heavy. And it's hard
to get the Portkeys into the Death Eaters’ hands, if they’re Stunned. I thought of small pieces
of paper, but they have to be touching the skin, and unless you take a lot of time cramming
them into the Stunned person’s hand, they just fall off before you can activate them.”

“But that’s easy, Ron! You could use sticky-notes!” Ron looked at her questioningly. “They’re a
Muggle thing. They come in little books, and each little square of paper sticks to the next. We
could charm each of them into a Portkey—or maybe we could change the spell to do whole
pads of them at once. Anyway, fighters could just pull them off, stick them on the Death
Eaters’ foreheads, and then activate them. They’d stick on long enough for that. Different
colored pads for different destinations. And maybe we could get Elizabeth to do the charms—
she’s finished with the Lullaby project, and her wand isn’t registered with the British Ministry,
so even if the Ministry objects to it, there’s nothing they can do!”

“Scary brilliant, as usual, Hermione. I knew you’d come up with something. Do you think
Dumbledore would let us use some of the lower dungeons as holding cells?”

“I don’t know why not. And you should talk to him about the political effects. He may have
more ideas to help deal with them. And I think he'll be really impressed.”

~*~

Severus, have you thought about what would happen if hundreds and hundreds of witches and
wizards get killed in the war? I hadn’t, but Ron pointed out today what a disaster it would be,
with all the Death Eaters’ relatives out for revenge. He’s got a plan we’re working on to cut the
number of deaths. I think it’s really important. He said you told him that many Death Eaters
really aren’t evil, just misguided. I love that my friends think so much of you now. Harry told
me once that you were really impressive at Order meetings. But of course they can’t tell me if
you ever get away to come to them, now. I love you. I wish I could see you.

~*~
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In late August, Elizabeth had confided in Hermione that she was pregnant with twins, so
Hermione embarrassedly admitted to her triplets, although it made her feel a bit like she was
trying to outdo Elizabeth even at pregnancy. She wasn’t a particularly competitive person, but
Elizabeth seemed constantly to compare herself and her own successes unfavorably to
Hermione’s, and this made Hermione uncomfortable. The sort of deference and awe was not
something she was used to from her friends.

The Headmaster had explained to Elizabeth rather smugly his use of the I.V.F. procedure to
allow the terms of Septimius Snape’s bequest to be fulfilled without risk of a scandal. He even
thanked her for being the cause of his knowledge about the procedure. Although she didn’t
say anything to him at the time, Elizabeth later told Hermione that she was appalled that he
would allow her and Severus to make such a sacrifice of their magic and that of their children
to such old-fashioned propriety.

“For us it is, of course, different. Jean and I will be happy, even with Squibs, so long as the
children are ours. Healer Doré tells us that the statistics make it very likely that our children
will be able to attend Beauxbatons; and if not, we would simply educate them in the French
Muggle institutions, which are also excellent. Jean says that if they have any magic at all, they
will be able to play Quidditch. But you were in love and willing to marry! It was perverse to
ask you to bear your future husband another woman’s child, particularly at such a cost to
yourself and him, just for the sake of propriety! And I think that it is more difficult for Squibs
here than it is in France. It is not moral to create such children.”

Hermione shook her head. “You’re right. I was very angry about it at the time. But the
Headmaster would not hear any arguments. Severus and I weren’t engaged or in love, and he
didn’t want us to marry, since Severus was still my teacher. He thought it would be easier for
me to decide freely later if refusing Severus’s proposal did not mean abandoning my own
child.”

“But you have carried the child... children! And they will have your magic! How are they not
your children, particularly when they will have no other mother? How could he think that?”

Hermione smiled wryly. “As Professor McGonagall pointed out very forcefully, he could only
think that because he has never been pregnant. And to be fair, he didn’t tell us about the
sacrifice in magic, and I think he still doesn’t know about it. Healer Doré asked us not to
mention it to him, lest he interfere in your own procedure.”

Elizabeth was startled. “Yes, he probably would have tried to interfere. He is not very rational
about my relationship with Jean. You know that he wanted me to marry your Severus instead?
After Jean and I were already affianced? Ridiculous! I did not put up with that and I would not
allow him to prevent me and Jean from having a child in the only way we can. No, such
interference would be intolerable, even from the head of our family. My mother stood behind
me then and would have done so again. But you are an independent woman, and he is not the
head of your family. If I were in your position, I would have defied him. After all, he need
never have known that...”

Elizabeth broke off suddenly and looked at Hermione through narrowed eyes. “Yes,” she said,
far more calmly. “You had many friends with you, and Severus was the master in his own
house. If I were you, I would have only pretended to go through with the I.V.F. procedure.
Instead, you could be secretly bound and then conceive normally. That way, Uncle Albus
would do all he could to hide your pregnancy, because he would think you were acting on his
instructions.” She nodded thoughtfully. “Yes, you might have done that.”

Hermione merely smiled.

“But Uncle Albus said you were a virgin," she said, concerned. "Suppose he had asked for a
test of your virginity, to ensure the child you carried had been conceived by the I.V.F.
procedure? What a risk to take!”

“That would not have been a problem, Elizabeth. I asked Healer Doré to collect the blood from
my hymen for use in healing potions for the war. The Headmaster was quite angry, but when
the reason was explained, he had to accept it.”

“Ma foi, but you are a clever woman, Hermione!”



The Lioness Prophecies

295

“I would have been a clever woman, you mean,” Hermione corrected with a smile.

Elizabeth smiled. “They only implant two eggs, Hermione. Unless two of your triplets are
identical, I, at least, will know for sure. But I shall never tell.”

~*~

Severus, Elizabeth has figured out that the babies are mine, not from the I.V.F., as
Dumbledore told her. She’s French, so she knows about the procedure. Did I tell you that
she’s pregnant, too? She’s having twins, and they’re due about six weeks after ours. I’m really
getting anxious for our three to be born. They’re heavy. I’ve given Luna a surprise for you.
Love, H.

~*~

The Headmaster continued to pass along weekly memories of Luna Lovegood's meetings with
Severus. He reported that the Death Eaters were becoming extremely frustrated, since so
many of their attacks were now being thwarted—by Aurors who had suddenly become much
less predictable and difficult to defeat in duels. And there was much muttering in the ranks
about the fact that Harry Potter seemed to be living such a free and happy life. The Frolicsome
Foursome’s laughing faces continued to adorn the front page of the Daily Prophet, which
recorded seemingly casual trips to the ice cream shop in Diagon Alley, rock concerts, the
Muggle cinema, and picnics in the country. Severus recruited two more Death Eaters who
were now sending owls to Dumbledore with inside information, and four others had agreed to
turn on their brethren in the coming fight in exchange for the promise of leniency after the
battle. None were aware of the others’ identities, but they were all given hideous lime green
and cherry red striped scarves to put on when they changed sides in battle. Aurors and the
Order had agreed not to hex anyone wearing such a scarf as long as they appeared to be
fighting against other Death Eaters.

Hermione was shocked to learn that one of the Death Eaters who had turned spy was Ron’s
brother Percy. She’d had no idea that he’d been Marked, although it was good that he
changed his mind. Yet another secret to keep from her friends.

Hermione was reassured by Luna’s memories. Severus looked harassed, but hopeful, and he
did not show any effects of the Cruciatus curse. He had been delighted when Hermione sent
him, via Luna, a nude photo she’d had Lavender take to show him her hugely pregnant belly.
He sat for a long while smiling sadly, watching her in the photo as she archly took several
seductive poses. Then he stroked her grinning face and her swollen belly with his long elegant
finger and replaced the photograph in the charmed envelope she had sent it in.

“Take it back to her, Luna. Tell her I’d love to keep it, but it isn’t safe. Tell her to save it for
me. And tell her... I know this makes no sense, Luna, but tell her anyway, please? Tell her I
can’t write—I’m never alone—but I treasure every word she writes to me.”

Severus had suggested to Dumbledore that Hermione and Draco Malfoy share the duties of
Potions Master for the coming year. Until he could return to Hogwarts, Draco would handle the
first four years and Hermione the O.W.L.s and N.E.W.T.s classes. Draco had returned to the
castle and was working with Hermione on adapting Severus’s course. He also began making
healing potions for the hospital wing and for the coming battle, after Dumbledore assured him
that they would be used to treat injured Death Eaters as well as those fighting against
Voldemort.

Hermione had told Draco of her pregnancy without further explanation and mentioned that he
might have to take her classes as well for several weeks after she gave birth. The other
students studiously ignored him when they were at Hogwarts, and he kept very much to
himself. He was pleasant to Hermione, but withdrawn and far more serious than she had ever
seen him. Beyond making the potions, he had refused to do anything to help the Order
directly, since it meant fighting against both his parents, but he was enthusiastic about the
prospect of teaching. He would begin an apprenticeship with Professor McGonagall at the same
time. He was allowed to write his mother, though his letters were read by Dumbledore before
he sent them; he explained to her that he was still under house arrest and that he’d decided
teaching lower-level potions was better than dying of boredom. He told her that he hoped his
father approved and promised her that he would not fight against them or help the Order.
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~*~

In late August, groups of Order members and Aurors began visiting Hogwarts to learn the
song-incantation that Elizabeth had created. Practices were held in the Great Hall, conducted
by the bouncing ball. Ginny, Lavender, and Ron learned how to cast the spell that started the
music. Elizabeth’s final composition was beautiful, sung by the massed voices, with the three
melodies weaving together like a tapestry. One evening, one of the Aurors had brought an
infant and sang with the child in her arms and tears in her eyes. Hermione noticed stirrings of
fierce maternal love in her own breast as she joined the singing. Another evening, Draco
attended and she was pleased to see tears in his eyes as well. The participants always left
these evenings full of hope and confidence. It was hard to imagine Voldemort and his Death
Eaters withstanding anything so beautiful and full of love.

Elizabeth was happier these days, since Jean was now spending several days a week at
Hogwarts. All the information was that Voldemort planned to attack there, hoping to defeat
Harry and Dumbledore in a single battle, so the Headmaster had asked Jean Yves to begin to
replace Hogwarts’ wards. His wards were extremely strong and complex and used a number of
techniques that were not known in England. Dumbledore felt that the differences in culture
and language would add to their security. Jean began with the perimeter walls and slowly
worked his way across the grounds, never removing a set of wards until their replacements
were ready to be installed.

Hermione enjoyed talking with him at meals, but did not see much of him otherwise. He spent
much of his free time with Elizabeth, who had much more leisure now that the Lullaby spell
and the charms on the sticky-notes were completed. Hermione had taught her the Empatho
Gravidas charm, which Jean very much enjoyed, Elizabeth said. She had been nervous
initially, when Hermione explained its illegal status, but she’d Flooed her mother, who scoffed
at the British restrictions.

“Ah, these stupid English wizards!” The elegant face in Elizabeth’s fire spoke with cool scorn.
“They are so proud of their democracy! They think they can make white into black by voting it
so! The charm is harmless, Elizabeth. I used it when I was pregnant with you; your father’s
mother taught it to me. By all means, share your pregnancy with Jean; I encourage you. It
will make both of you happy. Just don’t mention it to your Uncle Albus. We wouldn’t want to
injure his sensibilities.” She snorted and disappeared from the flames.

~*~

In preparation for the start of school, Hermione moved into a guest room in the dungeons.
Dumbledore had made her a second door to her tower from there, since Professor McGonagall
had asked to keep the one in her sitting room. Draco had a guest room nearby; he would be
acting as Head of Slytherin. They were to share Snape’s office, but Draco would have it except
for her stated office hours, so that the Slytherins could find him. He was very worried about
dealing with them; only a few sympathized with the Death Eaters, he explained, and the rest
had been devastated by the very public defection of their beloved Head of House to
Voldemort’s side. Hermione was surprised, as she'd assumed most of Slytherin would support
Voldemort.

Draco had tentatively offered Hermione his sympathy on the deaths of her parents. “I can’t
imagine—well, I can, of course. I worry about mine all the time. But it seems you were right
about Snape. I’m so glad you sent me to McGonagall that evening. I’m really grateful. It must
have been horrible for you, after—everything. I’m very sorry for your loss. You must miss your
mother a lot, considering.” He looked at her swollen belly, but did not mention it.

“Thank you, Draco. I’m glad if I was helpful. And I’m very glad you decided not to take the
Mark.” She smiled at him sadly. “But, well, I don’t really want to talk about my parents yet.”

“I understand.” He had actually touched her hand sympathetically.

September the first arrived, and Hermione felt very odd, sitting at the Head Table in the Great
Hall, watching the first-year students being sorted and returning Ginny’s and Luna’s friendly
waves. She had disguised her huge pregnancy for the first time in weeks and found it
extremely tiring to maintain the concealing charms as well as the constant levitation charms.
The concealing charm slipped at the oddest moments, and she had to pay constant attention
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so that she could recast it before anyone noticed. She felt reasonably confident about her
ability to teach the six classes that were her responsibility; she could remain seated after her
initial lectures, and they all took place in the morning, so she could rest in the afternoon.

~*~

The end of the first week of classes arrived surprisingly quickly. Despite spending almost all of
her free time lying on her side resting, she was exhausted. Her feet had begun to swell, and
she was beginning to have false contractions, a prelude, her books said, to real labor.

Jean had finished refurbishing the wards on Hogwarts’ grounds by the first of September.
Grimmauld Place was secure four days later and Hermione had expected to see him at dinner
on Friday evening, since he was to begin work on the wards of Hogwarts Castle itself next.
When Hermione arrived, however, Elizabeth was sitting alone.

“What’s happened to Jean?” she asked, seating herself next to the Frenchwoman. “Didn’t he
finish at Grimmauld Place?”

“I’m not sure. Uncle Albus said he thought it was finished this morning, but something may
have come up. You know, the wards there are so much more complex than Hogwarts’, since
there were all those strange charms the Blacks put on the house in addition to Dumbledore’s.
It took him ages to remove most of them, and he’s had to work around the others.” She
smiled affectionately. “And he wasted a lot of time getting that hideous screeching portrait off
the wall. He said he couldn’t resist a challenge like that... Hermione, are you all right?”

“Yes, I’m fine, or I will be in a moment.” She closed her eyes and was silent for a few minutes.
“I’ve been having these sharp pains today. My books say they’re called Braxton-Hicks
contractions—they prepare you for the real thing. Madam Pomfrey said they’re perfectly
normal and I shouldn’t worry as long as they’re irregular and only come occasionally. They can
go on for as long as a week.”

She surreptitiously aimed her wand at her belly and cast yet another levitation charm. “I am
not looking forward to labor, if this is only practice. I’ll see Madam Pomfrey again tomorrow
after dinner when she has time to give me a thorough check-up. All the Quidditch teams have
practice in the morning, and she always gets a lot of injuries then, you know. Most of them
aren’t able to play much during the summer, and they’re a bit out of shape at the first
practice.”

“Yes, I remember. I was a Chaser. Did you play Quidditch at Hogwarts?”

“No, I was always horrible on a broom. I’ve played when my friends need an extra person over
the holidays, but they always have to handicap the other side somehow to compensate.”

“Well, I hope Jean makes it back in time to watch them. He’d enjoy that. And maybe they’d
like him to give the Chasers tips.”

“They’d love that, Elizabeth. And Rita Skeeter will be there, staging another ‘life is wonderful’
event.” Rita will be happy to get photos of Jean helping Hogwarts students. It’s just the sort of
heartwarming behavior she likes to see in famous Quidditch players.

Elizabeth smiled and then chatted on about Jean and Quidditch, and Hermione used her usual
technique, honed to a fine art from seven years of listening to Ron and Harry, to make
enthusiastic and intelligent responses while thinking of something else entirely.

~*~

I’ve started having these weird “practice” contractions today, Severus. It means the birth will
probably be in a week or so. It will be a relief, but I really wish you could be here for it. I miss
you terribly. I was really quite shamefully glad when Elizabeth’s husband Jean didn’t show up
for dinner this evening. I know it’s awful, but it seems so unfair that she has a husband to look
after her, when she’s only having twins...

~o0o~
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Chapter 29 – Bad News
~o0o~

Summary: Hermione’s restful September weekend is interrupted by a message from Severus to the
Headmaster.

~*~

Saturday dawned with cloudless skies, a brilliant, sunny day, but there was a distinct autumn
chill in the air. Hermione looked through her trunk for something warm, and finally pulled out
Molly’s spider-web sweater from the previous Christmas. She had a moment’s sadness,
remembering how Septimius had enjoyed the sly allusion to her netting spell when they’d
opened their presents with Severus all those months ago. But it was soft and cozy — and
luckily quite large — and under her robes and cloak, it would keep her warm even during the
Quidditch practice. Ron and Harry had agreed to help Ginny, the new Gryffindor captain, with
the selection of the new members of the Gryffindor team, and a photographer from the Daily
Prophet had been detailed to record the occasion as part of the ongoing campaign to show
Harry and his friends having a marvelous time. Hermione had promised to keep Lavender
company in the stands.

She awkwardly pulled some very stretchy slacks over her burgeoning belly and wrestled her
arms into her robes. She was stiff this morning, having slept badly. She wished that Severus
were with her, to give her a comforting back rub as he had often done on her visits to him
before her graduation. Just to be with him for a little while would make this all so much easier.
It was sometimes hard to watch Jean’s affection and care for Elizabeth and contrast it with her
own solitary state. No, she told herself firmly. To be jealous of the Yves was simply wrong.
She wouldn’t trade her life with anyone. She was surrounded by loving friends who would help
her through this. Then, soon, the war would be over and she and Severus and their sons
would be together. He was probably going to miss the birth, though, much to her
disappointment. These practice pains might last a week, her books said, but more likely the
birth was only a few days away. Severus was still telling Luna that Voldemort’s assault was
planned for the last week of September. And Hermione felt absolutely no desire to postpone
childbirth for another two or three weeks, prophecy or no prophecy.

Neither Elizabeth nor Jean was at breakfast; he had probably arrived late and they were
sleeping in, Hermione thought. She had been tempted to stay in bed herself, since she’d been
woken several times during the night by these hideous contractions. The sacrifices of
motherhood indeed! She’d had no idea. She ate silently at the staff table. Professor Flitwick
was present, but he didn’t welcome conversation before he had had his second cup of coffee,
so she left him to himself.

Harry, Ron, and Lavender arrived just as she finished breakfast, and she walked back with
them to the great doors at the castle entrance, making their way through the sea of students,
most of whom seemed to be carrying brooms. As she stood at the top of the steps and looked
out to the distant Quidditch pitch, however, she had another of the contractions and her
courage failed her.

“Lavender,” she said, leaning unobtrusively against the doorframe. “I simply can’t walk all that
way. I’m just too exhausted. I’m sorry. Maybe you can all come and have lunch in my study
when you’ve finished?”

Lavender gave her a long look. “Your concealing charms are so good I’d almost forgotten.
Don’t be silly, Hermione. Of course you should stay in and rest. Don’t worry. We’ll come and
see you a little after noon, all right? It’s what, only two or three weeks now, isn’t it?”

“Less than that, I’m afraid. That is, I hope. Okay. Give my apologies to Rita.” She lowered her
voice to a whisper. “I’m sorry to leave you alone with all these Quidditch fanatics.” Lavender
grinned conspiratorially. Once she and Ron were clearly a couple, her enthusiasm for the sport
had become noticeably more moderate, although she still enjoyed it more than Hermione did.

Hermione retreated to her study. She spent most of the morning curled on the sofa, reading
up on a potion that she thought might be a good exercise for the sixth year class. Dumbledore
had gone through Severus’s syllabi and removed a number of potions that might result in
explosions or dangerous fumes, and she had to find replacements for them. She’d been
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annoyed at first, thinking he was being over-protective about her pregnancy, until she saw
Luna’s memory of her most recent conference with Severus, when he had dictated to Luna a
list of the risky potions and demanded that they be removed from the curriculum until his
return — for Draco’s classes as well.

The room was warm, so she draped her robes over her discarded cloak and opened the
windows. The cheerful noise of shouting voices could be heard from the Quidditch field and
she looked out for a moment at the peaceful lake, still warm enough that several of the
students were dangling their feet in it, though the leaves above it were already turning and
drifting down over the icy water. The castle must be completely empty, she thought, as the
students took advantage of the lovely weather and swarmed onto the lawns. She counted
twelve picnics spread out on just the swath of lawn she could see. She checked her watch.
She still had almost an hour until her friends arrived for lunch. She sighed and returned to her
book.

Just before noon, the door banged open and Hermione pushed herself upright to see Elizabeth
standing in the doorway white faced and shaking.

“He’s been kidnapped,” she said, her voice breaking. “Your horrible Death Eaters have taken
Jean. Uncle Albus has just told me. The war is beginning.”

“What? Come here, Elizabeth. Sit down. Calm yourself.” She put her arm around the woman
and led her to the sofa. “Now, tell me what happened. I don’t want to bother the
Headmaster.”

“He’s not here; he’s gone to Grimmauld Place to help.” She took a deep breath. “We were
talking in his office, and he got an emergency message from Severus. When Professor
McGonagall arrived, he told us both. Death Eaters kidnapped Jean yesterday afternoon, just
outside Hogwarts. He was going into the school, so they supposed him to be an Order
member. Voldemort could see his thoughts, but he could not understand them, because of
course Jean thinks in French. They puzzled over him all last night, but an hour ago they
realized that he is capable of raising the wards both at Grimmauld Place and here. And there
was a note in his pocket from the Secret Keeper, so the location is known as well. Severus
sneaked away immediately to send a warning. They think Harry is at Grimmauld Place so they
will go there first. They’ve put Jean under... under an Imperius Curse! Uncle Albus told
Professor McGonagall to clear the grounds as quickly as possible. He asked me to tell you what
had happened and say that you and I are to stay in his office and wait for him. Uncle Albus
has gone to Grimmauld Place to clear everyone out before the Death Eaters arrive there; and
Professor McGonagall has Flooed Mr. Moody to tell him his Aurors should Apparate to
Hogwarts.”

“Well, we can do something, at least. Let’s go down and prepare to help anyone coming in
through the Floo. I can gather our stores of Duelist’s Draught to give the Order and any Aurors
that arrive. And maybe some lunch...”

The two heavily pregnant women moved slowly down the stairs. Hermione called for Dobby
and Winky. She asked Winky to have the elves make several hundred sandwiches, and to
deliver half to the Entrance Hall and half to Dumbledore’s office. Then she sent Dobby to fetch
the Headmaster’s stores of Duelist’s Draught and, from her own room, the two potions and the
anti-resurrection paste for Gryffindor’s sword. She also had him collect the remaining vials of
the healing potion made from her virgin’s blood from Severus’s rooms. There were only twelve
vials remaining, and she sent half of them to Madam Pomfrey for desperate cases. The rest
would go to Ginny and Luna, who were most likely to be in the thick of the fighting.

Elizabeth charmed the heavy sword down from its mount on the wall, and Hermione slowly
painted the two gelatinous potions onto the edges of the blade and smeared the paste onto
the flat sides. She crooned the lullaby as she worked, and Fawkes and Elizabeth joined her.
Harry, Ron, Lavender and Ginny arrived and began to sing as well. When they had finished,
Harry lifted the sword, recited his mantra of names over it, and replaced it in its jeweled hilt,
which he strapped to his leg. They all felt somewhat stronger and more optimistic. Through
the open windows, Hermione could hear Prefects and faculty members gathering the students
and shooing them efficiently into the castle. They stood at the window for a moment, watching
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the orderly process. Aurors and members of the Order could also be seen Apparating outside
the gates and making their way quickly up to the castle.

Ron and Harry each gave Hermione a long, tight hug. Each of them took a box of vials of
Duelist’s Potion to distribute and then they returned to the Entrance Hall to help Professor
McGonagall cope with the students and the new arrivals.

As members of the Order began to appear in Dumbledore’s fireplace, Hermione had a sudden
thought. She pulled herself up the stairs to her tower study and used the fireplace there to
Floo Severus’s office. Draco sat at the large desk pouring over a huge potions manual,
presumably looking for replacement potions just as she had been doing.

“Draco!” she called, and the blonde man hurried to the fireplace. “It’s started, Draco. I’m
sorry, but I thought you ought to know. The outside wards will be taken down soon, and we’ve
had word that Voldemort and his Death Eaters will probably be on the grounds within the
hour. All students are being restricted to their common rooms. You should probably see to
your Slytherins.”

The young man’s pointed face paled markedly and he winced at the name of his parents’
master. He was silent for a moment. “Do you think I ought to fight, Granger?” he said at last.
“I think maybe I should. On Dumbledore’s side, of course. I’ve been thinking about the things
they do — that I’ve done, even — and I think I want to fight against it. What do you think?”

Hermione shook her head impatiently. “Don’t, Draco. You’d be fighting your parents, which
would be terrible, and you’d be attacked instantly by both sides. It would be a terrible waste.
And you promised your mother not to — that’s important. This battle is going to have a lot to
do with mothers.” Hermione came to a sudden decision. “There’s one thing you can do,
though; and it’s really important. You can talk to the Slytherins. They’ll listen to you. Some of
them may want to go out and fight for Voldemort, and you need to talk them out of it. The
others may be ashamed of being Slytherins, particularly because of Severus. But when it’s all
over, Severus will be one of the greatest heroes of this war. They can be proud of belonging to
his House.”

“’One of the greatest heroes’? Severus?” Draco’s mouth gaped and he seemed incapable of
speech.

“That’s right. He’s been a spy for Dumbledore since before we were born. He sent us the
warning this morning, at terrible risk to himself. All the students who were out on the lawn
might have been killed, otherwise. He’s a great man, Draco. You can be proud of him.”

“But... are you sure? How do you know this? Are you certain? I mean, he killed your parents!
How can you... and you said Severus.” He looked stunned.

“Draco, I need to get back to work quickly. Trust me. Severus is a hero. My parents are in
hiding. I know he’s on Dumbledore’s side because I’ve been married to him since New Year’s,
and I’m pregnant with his children. He took my wand out of your pocket and gave it to me
when I was kidnapped, you know — how else would I have got it?” She huffed at Draco
impatiently, watching understanding and amazement dawn on his face. “Come on — you’re a
Slytherin. I’ve given you information. I swear to you that it’s all true. Use it! Make the
Slytherins proud of him and of your House. You know which facts to use and how to use them,
what to tell them. No one else would be able to do it. Severus was very proud, you know,
when I told him you’d decided not to take the Dark Mark. Make him proud of you again.”

“You told him?” Draco pulled himself together and he nodded brusquely. “Right, Hermione. I’ll
do it. I’ll make the Slytherins grateful that the Sorting Hat put them in Snape’s House. Thank
you.” His eyes seemed to water a little, but he kept his voice under control. “I’m very... glad
he was proud. He’s my godfather, you know. I hope he makes it through all right. And your
friends — Potter and Weasley and Ginevra — I wish them the best. Tell them I said so, will
you?”

“I will. Thank you, Draco.” She paused a moment, thinking she should say something about
his parents, but she couldn’t honestly hope for Lucius Malfoy’s survival. “Be strong, Draco. I’ll
see you later.”
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She stood up from the fire and suddenly was hit by the pain again. She sat down breathing
deeply and it passed after a moment. She was disgusted with herself — she had no time to be
disabled now. She cast a levitation spell on the triplets, and then another concealment charm
on herself for good measure.

Dumbledore’s office was filled with activity as Order members arrived through the Floo
carrying boxes and files stuffed with parchment. Dobby and several other elves had returned
with vast platters of food, and stayed to help Ginny and Lavender stack the salvaged records
against the wall. Hermione joined Elizabeth, who was handing each person who came through
the fireplace two vials of the Duelist’s Draught, each good for four hours of total Occlumency,
a flask of pumpkin juice, and a sandwich. Order members arrived slowly, one by one, some,
like Molly Weasley, greeting Hermione with tears, but others looking grimly ready for the fight.

Tonks and Remus were among the last to leave the house. “It’s going to be fine, Hermione,”
Tonks said. “Thanks to Severus, everyone’s out, and we’ve got almost everything. Remus
charmed all his stuff to my flat. Dumbledore is transporting the library and a lot of the heavier
things to the Hog’s Head, but the house was almost empty when we left. Albus is monitoring
the wards, and he’ll come through the minute Jean takes them down.”

Elizabeth burst into tears. “I’m so sorry. But how could he resist the Imperius Curse? That’s an
Unforgivable. No one could resist an Imperius Curse.”

Remus looked at her coldly. “Harry could resist it when he was fourteen. All of us can resist
it.”

Hermione put her arm around Elizabeth. “That’s not fair, Remus. Jean and Elizabeth haven’t
grown up in the middle of a war. There’s no reason they should learn that kind of defense. And
the house will probably be fine. They won’t linger, once they realize no one’s there. They’ll
know we had warning and they’ll want to come on to Hogwarts before we can get new wards
up here. You’ll probably be able to go right back when this is all over.”

Remus looked chastened. “I’m sorry. It’s just that it was Sirius’s house, much as he hated it.
And they’ll almost certainly burn it down before they leave. They know by now that Sirius left
it to Harry. But I apologize, Elizabeth. I hate this sort of destruction. And it’s too soon. I just
don’t feel ready.”

“Well, I am,” Tonks said firmly. “And you are, too, Remus. Come on. We’ve got the potion,
we’ve got Elizabeth’s song and Hermione’s spells, we’ve got Harry, we’ve got Severus, and
we’ve got Dumbledore. How can we lose? Come on, old man! Let’s get this over with. Then we
can all get on with our lives.” She nodded grimly, and pulled Remus quickly towards the stairs.

Lavender and Ginny turned to follow them, each giving Hermione a big hug before they left.

“Ginny,” she said softly in the younger girl’s ear. “I just talked to Draco. He’s going to try to
keep the Slytherins from doing stupid things. He wished you and Ron and Harry well. He
asked me to tell you. Will you tell the others?”

Ginny pulled away and looked at her, surprised. “Draco? Really? All right. That’s good, I
suppose.” She smiled. “An omen, as Lavender would say. I’ll tell them.”

“Oh, and let me give you these,” Hermione said, handing her the remaining vials of healing
potion. “They’re incredibly strong healing potions. Use them as a last resort only; I’ve only got
six now. Maybe split them with Luna, since you two are going to be with Harry and the people
protecting him. Dumbledore said she’s really good at healing.”

Ginny tucked the vials into her robes. “Right, Hermione. Don’t worry about us. Harry is ready.
This is all going to be over today. See you soon, I hope!” She gave a wave and descended the
stairs.

The room suddenly seemed very empty. Elizabeth went to the windows, but Hermione paused
to look at the Headmaster’s bird. Fawkes was just a few days past his Burning Day. He was
smaller than usual and his sparse feathers were still a bit wet and new looking, but he was
growing quickly.
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Hermione stroked his head gently. “I hope you can still cry, Fawkes. Some people may need
your tears by the end of the day.”

An excited gasp from Elizabeth drew Hermione to join her at the window. On the lawn below,
impressive numbers of people had begun to leave the Entrance Hall and move out onto the
grounds. There were about a hundred and fifty Aurors (in sapphire cloaks) and about ninety
Order members (in whatever they happened to be wearing when they were called). They were
staying clear of the gates where the first Death Eaters would probably appear. Presumably the
majority of Voldemort’s troops would Apparate onto the grounds once the wards were down.
Hermione could see Ron directing his friends for her net spell. She summoned her Omnioculars
from the room above. Yes, there were Padma and Neville concealed on one side of the gate
and Parvati and Dean on the other. Ron and Lavender were hidden in a clump of bushes some
distance up the path, and Harry and Ginny in a clump on the other side. There was plenty of
space here, she thought optimistically; they wouldn’t be cramped as they’d been in
Hogsmeade.

She watched in shock as a large group of people in the robes and silver masks of Death Eaters
arrived by Apparition, just outside the gates, many more than they’d expected. It was one
thing to know they would be coming, but another to watch it happen, and, like Elizabeth, she
gasped and grasped the frame of the window. The cloaked figures milled around in confusion
for some moments, but then three of them moved together in front of the others; the man in
the center was wearing a hideous lime green and cherry red striped scarf. He began waving
his wand to undo the wards.

“Oh Severus,” she said, softly, as she handed the Omnioculars to Elizabeth. “That’s Jean,
dressed as a Death Eater, but wearing that ugly scarf.”

Elizabeth snatched the glasses and held them to her eyes. “Why is he wearing the scarf? It is
not so cold.”

Hermione sighed. “It’s probably Severus’s. There were seven Death Eaters, including him, who
have agreed to fight on our side. I asked Tonks to buy seven distinctive scarves in Muggle
London last month, and she outdid herself. The Order knows that anyone wearing such a scarf
is on our side, and won’t attack them. Severus probably gave it to him because he’s dressed in
the robes and might otherwise be a target.” She put her arm around Elizabeth. “It will keep
Jean safe.” She didn’t add that it might be even more dangerous when the Death Eaters
worked out what it meant.

“But what about Severus? Now he won’t have a scarf.”

“I know. But he probably won’t need one — if he takes off his mask, everyone will know him.”
She suddenly was hit by the pain again and moved to sit heavily in an armchair until it passed.
Elizabeth looked at her sympathetically for a moment and then turned back to the window.

“Oh, look, who is that with the purple hair? She’s wearing those blue robes that so many
have.”

“Must be Tonks — the woman who was here with Remus; she’s a Metamorphmagus. The
people in the sapphire blue robes are Aurors, our gendarmes.” Hermione returned to the
window as her pain subsided. “Yes, that’s Tonks. They’re obviously trying to ensure that the
Death Eaters outside the gates come inside and get caught in the net spell.” Tonks and several
other Aurors stepped in front of the gates and threw a barrage of red stunning spells into the
crowd of Death Eaters, and several at Jean. The Death Eaters beside Jean deflected them
easily, but several of the others fell Stunned, and the formation broke as the silver masks
surged towards the gate, anxious for revenge.

Suddenly, Jean’s wand fell limply to his side and the Death Eaters surged forward. Hogwarts’
outer wards were down. Someone sent the Dark Mark into the air over the castle, and within
minutes, more Death Eaters Apparated onto the grounds and the lawns were spotted with
dueling pairs. The Aurors who had fired stunners toward the gates ran back up the path,
casting shield spells behind them. The outraged Death Eaters followed them, closely packed,
running along the narrow road rather than moving into the softer grass where it was more
difficult to run. Jean didn’t enter the grounds, she noticed, but was led off by the taller of the
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two Death Eaters. Severus, she thought — hoped. Perhaps he would be freed from the curse
and sent to warn the town. Yes, it was Severus, she thought, as he leaned over the three
Stunned Death Eaters and they disappeared. The first use of the sticky-note Portkeys. But
how had he got them?

She had no time to wonder, however, as the last of the massed Death Eaters passed through
the gates, and Ron and Harry popped up from the bushes and began casting shield spells.
Dean and Neville did the same, and then Parvati and Padma, Ginny and Lavender began the
complex wand movements of her net casting spell. In seconds, every single one of the
charging Death Eaters was tangled in the net, and the four Aurors turned and began casting
Stunning spells. Luna and Susan Bones appeared, pulling out thick pads of yellow sticky notes
and began attaching a note to the forehead of each stunned Death Eater while the Aurors
followed behind, taking their wands with the Expelliarmus spell. The four young men remained
at the corners of the net guarding the casters, Stunning some of the captured Death Eaters,
and casting Shield Charms and Stunning spells to keep the others away. Hermione began
counting the fallen bodies. This was perfect! There must be almost fifty Death Eaters lying
there!

“Did you see, Elizabeth? They’re using those sticky-note Portkeys you charmed! It’s working
perfectly!”

Before Hermione had time to finish her count, Ron waved everyone well away from them and
gestured to one of the Ministry Aurors. His shout of ”Portus! “could be heard through the open
window, and the pile of Stunned Death Eaters vanished. Hermione knew that they’d been
moved into one of the deepest dungeon vaults, doubly warded against Apparition, where there
was food and water and beds and toilet facilities for three hundred, Severus’s maximum
estimate of the number of wizards who would fight for Voldemort. An adjacent vault would
serve as a hospital area for injured Death Eaters, who would be sent there by pink sticky-
notes; the hospital wing was accessed by blue notes. If the net curse had got almost fifty, it
meant that a sixth of Voldemort’s force was imprisoned in the first ten minutes of the battle!
Hermione was proud of herself. She might not be able to fight, but her contribution to the
battle was considerable.

She suddenly realized that Dumbledore had never returned from Grimmauld Place and turned
back into the room in alarm. Professor McGonagall was just coming in the door. Hermione
explained her concern, and the Deputy Head looked extremely worried. She moved quickly
toward the fireplace, but just as she reached it, the flames turned green and Jean Yves
stepped out. He was still wearing Death Eater robes, but he no longer had the scarf. Hermione
drew Elizabeth’s attention and she ran to him and was enveloped in a hug. His eyes still
looked a little glazed, but he was clearly himself as his wife drew him gently to one of the
sofas. The flames turned green again almost immediately and Dumbledore emerged from
them. Professor McGonagall began to brush him off.

“Hmmmph. Ashes from the Hog’s Head bar, if I’m not mistaken. Why Aberforth does not
invest the minimal effort to hire a chimney sweep from time to time...” Her gruff voice did not
distract Hermione from the tears of relief in her eyes, but Dumbledore did not appear to
notice.

Hermione almost cried, too. “What happened?” she said. “Remus said you’d be along as soon
as the wards fell at Grimmauld Place. We were afraid you’d been hurt.”

Professor Dumbledore smiled at her as his old friend dusted him off. “I’m sorry if I worried
you. I decided to wait and see if I couldn’t preserve Harry’s house. I arranged a few
distractions, so they had to do a thorough search to determine that there was no one alive in
the house apart from themselves.” He twinkled at them. “And me, of course, but I was
standing with them so they didn’t notice. They left quite quickly, setting the place afire.
Mulciber and Severus were apparently directing Jean, but Severus managed to linger a
moment after they’d all Apparated and put the fire out. We had time to exchange a few words,
and I suggested he sneak Jean off to the Hog’s Head when he’d finished taking down the
wards here. And I gave him some of your sticky-notes. So you’re right Minerva. After putting
up a few wards at Number Twelve, I waited for him at the bar. Aberforth is collecting the
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locals and some of them may join the battle. But, Hermione, Severus had left the gates before
your net spell was cast. Did they catch many of them?”

“I counted thirty-seven before they were Portkeyed to the dungeons, but I think there were
almost fifty.”

“There were fifty-two, Hermione,” said a muffled voice from Jean’s arms. “I counted. It was a
brilliant charm.”

Professor McGonagall smiled. “Wonderful. It means they can only outnumber us very slightly
now, doesn’t it? Those little sticky notes are even cleverer, though. Will Scrimgeour make a
fuss about the fact that they haven’t been cleared with the Ministry, though?”

“I don’t believe he can, Minerva.” Dumbledore smiled triumphantly. “After all, his own Aurors
are using them.” He turned to his niece. “You and Ron and Hermione can be proud, Elizabeth.
Those little Portkeys may be the saving of wizarding Britain. Look, they’re using them in the
duels as well.” He pointed out the window.

The popping of Apparition and Disapparation was audible through the open casement.
Occasionally one could see a victorious Auror or Order member bending over a fallen Death
Eater. Then the Death Eater would vanish with the wave of a wand.

Elizabeth smiled up at Hermione. “Perhaps all our charm work was unnecessary, after all. All
Harry needs to do is pop a yellow sticky-note onto Voldemort and Portkey him away!”

The Headmaster shook his head sadly. “I suspect Voldemort would break out of any prison we
could put him in. Nonetheless, I must admit the idea of imprisoning him with all his supporters
for a week or two is a pleasant thought.”

“Can anyone see him?” Hermione asked. “Do we know that he’s here — that he hasn’t just
sent his Death Eaters alone?”

“He must be here,” Dumbledore said grimly, searching the grounds with his eyes. “He was
certainly at Grimmauld Place. He was shouting orders — telling to everyone not to kill Harry,
but to bring him to him. He needs to defeat Harry publicly and by himself, you see, or he’ll
lose all the respect of his followers. This battle is his last chance. He cannot afford to lose it.
He must be here, but I confess, I cannot see him.”

Hermione suddenly noticed Jean and Elizabeth, who were still wrapped in each other’s arms.
She realized that he hadn’t spoken since his arrival. He didn’t seem to be bleeding, but he
didn’t look well either. “Jean, were you hurt during your captivity? Should we take you to the
hospital wing?”

Dumbledore turned to him with concern. “I’m sorry, Jean. I’m afraid I’ve been preoccupied.
Were you cursed, apart from the Imperius? Can you tell us what happened? From the time
you were taken?”

Jean answered her slowly and carefully, in French, as if his tongue hurt, and Hermione
translated for the others, since Elizabeth was too upset to repeat his explanations.

“Yes, sir. I was taken to a large house. Voldemort looked into my mind and became very
angry when he could not understand. The man who brought me to Uncle Albus just now —
Severus — suggested that I was a lost Muggle, but Voldemort said, no, he’d seen magic. They
cursed me with the Cruciatus Curse, but I didn’t understand what they were asking —
fortunately, for I would have told them anything to make them stop. I must have passed out,
for I woke up in a cell. Severus was with me, and he said he would try to keep me safe. He
gave me a purple potion that helped. But Voldemort summoned us at dawn, so he could look
again, and he used the Cruciatus himself. It was worse when he cast it, and I was unconscious
for a while. When I awoke, they had brought two brothers who spoke French and they looked
into my mind and saw me discussing the wards with Uncle Albus, and then setting them. They
became very excited, and put me under the Imperius Curse, and dressed me in these robes.
Severus gave me a scarf, but he took it back later. I raised the wards, first at Grimmauld
Place and then here. And when everyone rushed forward, Severus held me back and lifted the
curse.” He began to shake.
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Dumbledore turned to Hermione. “Can you make up the anti-Cruciatus potion that Severus
uses, my dear? Perhaps several large cauldrons full — there may be many who need it before
this is all over.”

“All right. Can I Floo to Severus’s workroom from here?”

“Yes. Thank you, my dear. We’ll call you if there are any important changes in the battle.”

Professor McGonagall stood. “I’ll go with you, Hermione. I can help you... chop or something. I
need to be doing something.”

They worked together for almost two hours. During that time Hermione had two more bouts of
the pains. She managed to hide the first from her professor, but the second struck
unexpectedly while she was walking and she almost fell to the ground, knocking over the
cauldron that they had fortunately just emptied into vials. Professor McGonagall was
concerned, but Hermione explained them as she had to Elizabeth.

“They’re still very erratic. Madam Pomfrey said they could go on for days.”

Professor McGonagall was dubious. “I suppose once in a three hour period is not too often, but
you should think about seeing Poppy.” Hermione did not correct her.

She Flooed back to Dumbledore’s office with two vials of the potion, while Professor
McGonagall took the rest to the hospital wing. Elizabeth was sitting with Jean’s head resting
on her lap; he had begun to shake. Hermione handed her the two vials of purple potion. “Give
him one and see if it works. If he doesn’t stop shaking after about ten minutes, give him the
other one. And be careful of your robes — it stains terribly.”

She joined Dumbledore at the window. There were still isolated duels taking place on the
lawn, but most of the fighters seemed to be moving towards an area near the castle, just out
of sight.

“I think that must be where Voldemort is, and Harry. But they haven’t begun dueling seriously
yet, I think, since Miss Weasley was to start the sung incantation when that happened. The
day seems to be going well for us, thus far. I have asked the Aurors not to kill; and there are
no bodies on the field that I can see. I have seen at least forty more Death Eaters Portkeyed
away since you went downstairs, so there should be only about two hundred left. We
outnumber them now.”

Professor McGonagall stepped out of the fire into the room. “Poppy is very busy, so I didn’t
stay long. She and Molly Weasley and some students are working on the first batch of injuries.
Albus, she says to tell you that there are twenty-five injured witches and wizards who’ve
Portkeyed into the hospital wing, four of the injuries are life-threatening, though she thinks
she has them under control. One of them had the healing potion you sent her, Hermione, and
she wants to know what it is. She said it was amazing. Oh, and two of them were Death
Eaters in those hideous scarves. They are almost pathetically grateful.”

“That’s excellent news,” the Headmaster said. “Surprisingly few casualties.”

“There are others still outside. Poppy’s been sending students up to the top of the Astronomy
Tower from time to time, and they say that there are more injured fighters visible from there.
The Order has set up a sort of field hospital in an angle of the walls, you know, just around to
the left of the entrance. You can’t see it from here. But they say it looks quite well organized,
and can be shielded by just a few fighters. It’s near the center of the fighting. There are Death
Eaters blocking the entrance to the castle, but everyone has Elizabeth’s illegal Portkeys of
course. Still, it makes it difficult for cured fighters to rejoin the battle.”

“Ah, the Astronomy Tower,” the Headmaster said. “That explains it. There was a huge
Dementor attack about half an hour ago, and three or four quite impressive Patronuses from
that direction that helped my Phoenix discourage them from remaining in the vicinity.” He
twinkled at Hermione. “Seventh-years with Harry’s training, no doubt! What sort of injuries is
Poppy seeing?”

“Most of them are from the Sectumsempra Curse, but also several slicing hexes, and a lot of
Crucio damage. She was glad of our potions. Hestia Jones is recovering from a dislocated



The Lioness Prophecies

306

shoulder — she’ll try to go back out to the battle when the swelling goes down. Perhaps
Elizabeth can charm a few Portkeys out to some empty corner of the grounds?”

“Certainly, Professor,” Elizabeth said. “I’d be glad to help.”

“Excellent. In the meantime, Hestia is teaching the counter-curse for Sectumsempra to six
Slytherin students. That’s the most amazing thing, Albus. Poppy said that Draco Malfoy
showed up about an hour ago with all ten of his seventh-year Slytherins. The students are
absolutely determined to be useful. Very quiet and focused — they stay out of Poppy’s way
until she needs something and then they jump. She had Draco select the four best brewers
and sent them down to Severus’s classroom with the password to his storeroom to make
Blood-Replenishing Potion. It’s an impressive showing, and it reminds me that I’d better get
back to my Gryffindors. How is Jean faring?”

“Much better, ma’am,” Elizabeth said. “I only gave him the first vial of potion, and he seems to
be sleeping now. The shaking has stopped entirely. I can start on the Portkeys now, I think.
Perhaps you can suggest a location, Uncle Albus?” She handed Hermione the extra vial, and
the two retreated to the windows.

“Excellent,” Hermione said, pocketing the vial that Elizabeth handed her. “Is there anything I
can do? Perhaps I should check in on the Slytherins in the Potions Lab? Or will Draco be with
them?”

“No,” Professor McGonagall said. “He told Poppy he’d go back to their common room. They’re
apparently having a sort of Slytherin history day, with the sixth-years teaching the younger
students about the great legacy of their House. I’m quite delighted with my apprentice,
actually. I’d feared that Slytherin would fall apart, given what’s happened with Severus and
the number that have relatives on the wrong side in this war. Draco’s handled it perfectly. I
may try something of the same sort in Gryffindor.”

The Headmaster turned and twinkled at them. “That’s wonderful news. Perhaps I’ll Floo into
the Slytherin common room and see if I can help them. I’ve seen quite a lot of Slytherin
history myself. And I think, Hermione, that as the senior Potions mistress, you might well
check on your students. Give them a little encouragement, since they seem to be so
dedicated.”

“Will you and Jean be all right alone here, Elizabeth?” Hermione asked as Dumbledore
disappeared into the fire. “I won’t be long; and I don’t suppose the Headmaster will be able to
stay away from the window for very long, either.”

“I’ll be fine. I’ve got some green sticky notes that we didn’t use before; I’ll work on those, and
Jean can watch the window and Floo you if anything important seems to be happening. Or if
the song starts.” She glanced at her husband.

“Of course. I am better now.” Jean slowly got to his feet and moved carefully to the window.
“Elizabeth will be safe here with me. I shall look after my wife.” He smiled reassuringly, and
then turned to watch the fighting.

Hermione was impressed with what she found in the Potions classroom. The students had
begun four large vats of Blood Replenishing Potion. Lancelot Mulciber, the best brewer of the
four, was directing the work, and the others were following his directives without resentment
and with great care. She fetched more empty vials for them from Severus’s private stores, as
she and Professor McGonagall had used the ones in the classroom earlier. At their invitation,
she inspected the potions; all of them were perfect, and she praised them highly, giving
fifteen points to Slytherin for their excellent work. Mulciber asked her hesitantly about what
was going on outside the castle.

“Are... are a lot of Death Eaters being killed? I mean, we’re all anti-Voldemort” (he stumbled a
little over the name), “but some of us have relatives...”

Hermione tried to sound comforting. “There’ll probably be some deaths, but members of the
Order of the Phoenix aren’t using Killing Curses, and the Headmaster has asked that the
Aurors avoid them on school grounds as well. Of course, we hope Voldemort will be killed, but
whenever possible, his followers are being Stunned, Disarmed, and Portkeyed to a
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comfortable, well-warded vault that has been set up to hold them in one of the lower
dungeons. There’s also a guarded room with Healers if they’re badly injured. They’ll all have
plenty of food and water and fresh air, and a comfortable place to sleep until the battle is over
and the Ministry gets around to dealing with them. And we all hope that they will have plenty
of company.”

She smiled. “After everything’s over, it will all be up to the Ministry and the courts, but the
Headmaster hopes that a lot of them will regret their bad decisions. Not all of them knew what
Voldemort was up to when they joined. He thinks that prisoners who are treated well will be
less likely to fight again.”

One of the girls — Sarah Levinson — nodded enthusiastically. “That’s really good. I’ll tell the
younger students that when we go back. Some of them were really worried. But Professor
Granger? Draco — I mean, Professor Malfoy — told us that you are married to Professor
Snape. And that you’re pregnant. Is that true?”

Hermione looked down at her swollen belly. Her concealment charm had slipped again. They
weren’t lasting at all well, today. “Ooops!” she said. “Well, obviously I’m pregnant. And, yes,
we’re married, but I would be grateful if you didn’t mention it to anyone else. Very few people
know about either, and some of my friends might be angry if they heard it from someone who
doesn’t know me as well. We’ve been keeping it secret for obvious reasons. I only told Draco
so he’d know why I’m so sure that Professor Snape is on our side.”

“We understand,” Mr. Roberts said. “Draco only told us seventh-years, because we asked him
the same thing. But he said to keep very quiet about it and we will. Slytherins know how to
keep secrets. But if you’re married to Professor Snape, you know that already.”

She laughed. “I certainly do. And so do Gryffindors, of course. But I’d better let you get on
with your excellent work. Give my regards to Draco... to Professor Malfoy, when you see him.
Tell him I said you’ve done your House proud. And so has he.”

She took a step towards the fireplace, and suddenly was hit by another pain. She grabbed a
chair and managed to remain upright, and Miss Levinson came up and put a supportive arm
around her. “Hermione, I mean Professor, you’ll excuse my saying so, but that looked like a
contraction to me. I’ve seen my mother have them when my little sister was born. Maybe you
should Floo to the hospital wing. Madam Pomfrey wasn’t too busy when we were there. It’s
better to be safe than sorry.”

“No, I saw her last night. It’s just false labor — the Braxton-Hicks contractions. I’ll be fine in a
moment.” She stood with the student’s arms around her for a few moments, then straightened
and repeated “Thanks, Sarah. I’ll be fine. Good work, all of you.”

When she arrived in the Headmaster’s office, Dumbledore and Minerva McGonagall had
already returned.

“Miss Granger,” Dumbledore said, sounding exasperated. “I have just learned that you have
exposed Severus’s true allegiance to Draco Malfoy, and through him to Slytherin House, down
to the youngest first-year. What on earth were you thinking?”

Hermione was shocked, although a little comforted that Professor McGonagall had put her
hand restrainingly on his arm as he spoke. “I’m sorry, Professor. I didn’t realize. I assumed
that Severus would be fighting against the Death Eaters by now. I mean, that was what the
spies were supposed to do, wasn’t it? Put on the scarf and change sides? There’s not going to
be much to hide, once he starts cursing his fellow Death Eaters in front of Voldemort, surely.”

“That was true of the others, but not of Severus,” Dumbledore said reprovingly. “I instructed
Severus to remain undercover during this battle, if at all possible. If he survives and
Voldemort is not killed, he may be very angry indeed that you have just made it impossible for
him to continue in his role as a spy. Or if I have to Obliviate everyone in his House to allow
him to do so.”

“But sir, they’ve been fighting for over three hours, now. How can he not have exposed
himself? I’m sorry if I did wrong, but I thought it would be good for the Slytherins to know
that they could be proud of their Head of House. You yourself have said that people too often
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assume that Slytherin is synonymous with Death Eater. They’re going to need something to be
proud of.” She was very near tears, but he took no notice of it, and shook off his Deputy’s
restraining hand.

“So you gave them Severus. I see.” He shook his head angrily. “Miss Granger, you are again
taking the short term view, while I am taking the long term.”

“Sir, I...” she hissed to a stop as a familiar voice sounded in her head.

“What’s wrong, Miss Granger? Is something wrong?” The Headmaster suddenly looked
concerned.

“Is it another contraction, Hermione? Shall I Floo Poppy?” Professor McGonagall stepped
towards the fireplace.

“No, no. I’m fine. I just got a message from Severus through my ring.” She pointed to the ring
on her left hand, which had been magically expanded several times as her pregnancy
progressed. “It’s one of a pair. He gave it to me when we were at Houndsnape Hall, so I could
call him if there were anti-Muggleborn jinxes. But it works both ways, and I just heard his
voice in my head saying that he needs me. I have to go to him.”

“But Hermione, you can’t go to him.” Professor McGonagall looked at her as if she was out of
her mind. “He’s in a battle. You may be going into labor.”

“It’s just Braxton-Hicks, Professor,” she said exasperatedly. “Madam Pomfrey said it was.
Severus would never call me to come to him, if it weren’t safe. I’m sure of that. All I have to
do is step outside the castle and Apparate to wherever he is — the ring will guide me, he said.
The outside wards are down, aren’t they? So I don’t see the problem.” She was beginning to
feel desperate. Why wouldn’t they just let her go?

Dumbledore shook his head. “Hermione, you’re being unreasonable. I understand from Madam
Pomfrey that in the last stages of pregnancy, these irrational obsessions are quite common.
You must relax and accept the fact that you aren’t thinking straight.”

Professor McGonagall looked at her sadly. “And you can’t just ‘step outside the castle,’ you
know. There are Death Eaters blocking all the entrances. You heard me say so just a moment
ago. I know it’s difficult, if Severus has called you, but it just isn’t safe. He may not realize
how debilitating your pregnancy is at this stage.”

Dumbledore nodded in agreement. “It’s possible, you know, Hermione, that Severus has been
injured. In his delirium, he might well want you to be with him and call out for you, even
though it is not at all safe for you to be where he is. I’m sure he wouldn’t want you to take the
risk — not if he were in his right mind.”

Hermione was becoming angry. “He’s really over-protective — you know that. He wouldn’t
have called me if it weren’t safe and if he didn’t really need me. Suppose Ginny and Ron and
Lavender have all been injured and no one can cast Elizabeth’s song spell! I don’t know why
that hasn’t started yet. I can cast it. May I have one of your green sticky-notes, Elizabeth?”

“I’m sorry, Hermione; I took them all to Madam Pomfrey. But I could get one. I could cast the
song spell, too.” She turned to her uncle. “I am not pregnant ‘til the eyes,' as Hermione is.
Maybe I should go?”

“No, you will stay here, Elizabeth. As will Hermione,” the Headmaster looked at her sternly.
“You are again taking the short term view. You are too important to risk in this battle. It may
be that Harry will fail; if so, you are our next hope. This is why Professor McGonagall and I are
not fighting, much as we would like to. That is why Severus will not be fighting openly. We
have to think of the future and plan for contingencies. We have to look at the war in the long
term, not just this battle. You will remember, I trust, what we said about the timing...
concerning the prophecy?”

Hermione shook her head impatiently. “Professor, you’re wrong. Harry won’t fail — not if we
all do everything we can to help him succeed. You said yourself, Voldemort needs to win this
battle. It’s his only chance. Well, it’s our only chance, too. Harry, Ron, Ginny, Lavender,
Neville, Luna, Dean, the Patil twins, Remus, Tonks, the Weasleys, and Severus — I know
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them. They’re all out there and they’re all going to fight until they’re killed. If you lose all of
them, what hope can there be? But you won’t lose them. We’re winning. We’ll only lose if
we’re over-cautious — if we refuse to put everything we have into the fight. We’re not there.
We don’t know what’s needed, but Severus is down there, and he does. And he’s called me.
Perhaps the battle between the Phoenix and the Serpent hangs by a thread. Perhaps this is
where I have to defy you, sir. In any case, he’s called me and I am going to him.” She headed
towards the door with as determined a stride as her pregnancy allowed.

Dumbledore sighed and flicked his wand. “I won’t let you defy me this time, Hermione. I’ve
locked the doors, so you can’t. And the Floo is blocked as well. Trust me, I am not wrong this
time. Now, waiting is heroic, too. That’s what you’re doing. Just sit down and wait calmly like
the rest of us. Enough of this nonsense about Apparating into the middle of a war.”

“Albus, perhaps Miss Granger is right. Not that she should go, but that we should. Just think
what your presence on the field would mean to morale!”

“No, Minerva. It’s simply not wise.” He shook his head and then turned to his outraged
student. “Miss Granger, I asked you to sit down!” he said firmly. Then he drew Professor
McGonagall into an alcove and began speaking to her in a low voice.

Hermione would not sit down. She walked over to the window and was again seized by a
cramp. But she would not show weakness. She supported herself on the back of the chair in
front of her and pretended to examine her own stained glass window until the pain went away.
As she continued to look at the window, she thought about what it showed. It showed her and
Harry and Ron, facing obstacles together, drawing on their own and each other’s strengths
and helping one another without hesitation or fear. They had always done that, really, from
the very beginning of their friendship. That was what they did. Their strengths complemented
each other. They needed each other to function at their best.

Hermione stared hard at the image of the Stunned troll, but she saw a different troll, one
fallen amidst the broken wreckage of a girl’s bathroom, a holly wand up its nose. She should
have insisted. They should have faced him together, just as they’d done with everything since
they were first-years. She’d been wrong to let them go out alone. But now it was too late. Or
perhaps it wasn’t...

She looked again at the tall window with the stained glass panel. The windows on either side
of it, she noticed, were actually casements, despite their height. She grasped her wand tightly,
and glanced over her shoulder. Professor McGonagall was arguing in a low voice with the
Headmaster. They were not paying attention to her. Elizabeth and Jean were looking out
another window, discussing the duel they were watching, probably a little embarrassed by the
argument. She moved a bit closer to the window, as if to examine the detail of the stained
glass. Surreptitiously, she examined the handle of the adjacent casemate. She could hear the
Headmaster rebutting Professor McGonagall’s arguments in an angry voice now. She could do
this. She moved to the side, to shield her actions from the two Professors, and then quickly
wrenched open the window. There was a shout as Dumbledore realized what she was doing.
She stepped quickly over the low sill, out onto the narrow ledge, and held her ring against her
cheek. She gripped her wand tightly, and concentrated on going to Severus. She took a deep
breath, and stepped into the emptiness beyond the ledge, turning into her Apparition at the
same time.

~o0o~
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Chapter 30 – The Web Spinner
~o0o~

Summary: Hermione joins the fray as her friends battle Voldemort and his Death Eaters on the castle
grounds.

~*~

As Hermione felt the ground hit her feet, hard, and just managed to keep her balance, she
realized that she had, in fact, Apparated into the middle of a war. She found herself in a
sheltered angle of the castle walls, but curse spells were shooting past all around her. Only ten
yards in front of her, Voldemort, Lucius Malfoy, and Antonin Dolohov stood together on a low
rise, battling Remus Lupin, Neville, and Bill Weasley. The grass around them was trampled and
slick with blood, and the dead bodies of Bellatrix Lestrange, Peter Pettigrew, and Augustus
Rookwood lay where they had fallen beside their Death Eater colleagues. On the ground, the
silver masks of the Death Eaters glinted in the afternoon sun, their owners having discarded
them for better visibility. Beyond them, Hermione could see friends and enemies dueling,
Apparating and Disapparating in flashes of orange, blue, red, and yellow light. Everyone
looked grim, dirty, and very, very tired. Directly in front of her, Lavender and Tonks were
holding shield and anti-Apparition spells to protect those tucked into the angle of the castle
from hexes and attacks. Lavender frantically waved her behind the shields. Ginny was there,
too, crooning the counter-curse for the Sectumsempra Curse over Harry, and Ron was working
on Luna. Severus lay at her feet, untended and bleeding freely.

“Hermione, thank Merlin you’re here!” Ron called. “We need you. We’re getting behind.
Lavender did one pass on Snape, but then Bill relieved me and she was needed to shield.” He
gestured helplessly toward her husband’s unconscious body. “Can you heal him?”

“Of course, Ron.” She’d seen Severus teach the counter-curse to Luna in the Pensieve. And
she certainly knew the tune of the incantation. “Help me kneel, though.”

Ron sprang up and helped her lower herself ponderously to the ground, and then he returned
to Luna, who was still bleeding a little. Hermione noticed that he was favoring his wand arm.

She rolled up her sleeves. “Now, tell me what’s happened. But first, how did Severus call me
when he’s unconscious?” She began to trace Severus’s wounds, crooning the lullaby as she
went.

Ron cleared his throat. “Well, he’ll probably never forgive me, but we were getting terribly
shorthanded. I turned Snape’s ring to call you as soon I got him back here. We simply didn’t
have enough people to heal him; and you’ll be more effective than anyone — the healing spell
seems to work faster the more intense the... affection. And it’s safe enough for you here,
behind the shields. Do you forgive me? I thought you’d want to help.”

Hermione felt disappointed for a moment that it had been Ron who had called her rather than
Severus. But then she thought of her stained glass window again and relaxed. She met Ron’s
eye and gave him her most brilliant smile and then nodded emphatically at him as she sang.
Severus was important... vital... essential to her. He was her husband and the father of her
children. But when it came to the fight with Voldemort, she was with Harry and Ron. She
always had been. It was essential that they should be able to lean on one another, respond if
one of the others called, and call for help without embarrassment or fear.

Ron seemed relieved, and he looked up at Lavender. “Can you work on healing Luna for a bit,
Lavender? I’ll shield so I can tell Hermione what’s been happening.” His girlfriend nodded, and
they switched places with the grace of long practice.

Ron took up his position with a smile at Hermione. “Let’s see... where should I start? Did you
see the web spell? That went off perfectly. I think we got forty or fifty of them.”

Hermione looked up briefly and smiled. “Fifty-two,” she said proudly, then resumed her song.

“Great. I’m glad you were watching. It’s been much more complicated since then. I don’t think
we’ve lost anyone yet — at least, I haven’t seen anyone on our side fall to Avada Kedavra.
They’re not using that, apparently — lots of them can’t cast it anyway, and those who can,
can’t defend themselves very well afterward. It’s really draining. So they’re depending on
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Sectumsempra, and thank heavens, because we can cure that. Everyone has the Portkeys to
the hospital wing, too, so we don’t really know how many have been dangerously wounded.”

“Last I heard, there were twenty-five in the hospital wing; no deaths there, but four wounds
were dangerous.” Hermione spoke quickly and then returned to Severus.

Ron’s eyes scanned the scene in front of him. “Well, that’s not too bad. Voldemort’s lost a fair
few, as you see, mostly killed by their own side. Malfoy killed Bellatrix, oddly. Neville was
dueling with her, and Malfoy fired an Avada Kedavra spell at his back just as he Disapparated;
it went right through where he’d been and hit her. Voldemort killed Pettigrew with the same
curse — Wormtail repaid his life debt, though, in the end. He grabbed Harry when he fell the
first time and carried him behind our shields. None of us could get near him. He and Remus
embraced and went out to fight together — they dueled with Dolohov and Bellatrix for quite a
long time, but Voldemort was furious with him, and when Bill went down, he turned and killed
him from behind. You can’t really block an Avada Kedavra. And Luna, of all people, killed
Rookwood, just a moment ago. Snape didn’t arrive until just a bit ago — he’d been stalking
around and sneaking Stunning hexes at Death Eaters, I think. He had his mask off so no one
would hex him, but I saw him take out at least six when I was recovering and Shielding about
an hour ago.”

“How was he hurt? Did one of them catch him doing it?”

Ron shook his head. “No, Voldemort summoned him when Bellatrix fell, I think. He Apparated
to his side, anyway. He and Tonks did a kind of fake duel for a bit, with lots of their spells
going astray and hitting Death Eaters. But then Voldemort got Harry on the ground with a
Leg-Locker, and then he hit him with Sectumsempra and started laughing and kicking him and
daring anyone to help him — lucky Mum taught Ginny how to fix broken bones. Snape
grabbed Harry from right under Voldemort’s feet and ran with him to Ginny, and the Death
Eaters were all so shocked they didn’t do anything. Then he came out and dueled with
Rookwood for almost half an hour — that was scary; they were both amazing.”

He took a deep breath. “I was dueling Voldemort after Harry fell, but he got me with a really
bad Slicing hex that almost cut off my wand arm, so I Apparated away for a moment to heal
myself. I’m sorry. I really couldn’t have carried on fighting, and I thought Bill would be able to
take over for me. But he still couldn’t stand — Ginny had been working on Harry. So
Voldemort attacked Snape, too, screaming at him that he was a traitor — he was really
around the bend. You could tell he’d trusted the man completely. He fought them both off for
long enough that I was able to patch myself up a bit, but eventually Rookwood got him. I
popped back just then and attacked Voldemort again, so he didn’t finish the Avada Kedavra
he’d started to shout at Snape, but after the Sectumsempra, Rookwood hit Snape with a
Cruciatus Curse. It was horrible — blood spurting all over the place — and Luna went
completely spare. She ran out and hit Rookwood with a really impressive Sectumsempra
before levitating Snape back here. They don’t know the counter curse, of course, so it’s
usually fatal. Dolohov got past her shield as she was halfway back — that awful purple curse
missed her, thank Merlin, but the Sectumsempra hit her squarely in the back. Neville came
out just then, and I managed to drag Snape and Luna back here behind the shields with my
one arm. I was able to hold Dolohov off until Bill was able to take over, but I don’t think I’m
very effective with this arm — it’s pretty bad.”

Hermione glanced up from her task for a moment to take in the blood-soaked shoulder of his
robes. “You should put your arm in a sling, Ron — so the weight isn’t pulling at the injury.
Here." She wasn’t wearing her robes, so she cut off a piece from Severus’s velvet Death-Eater
cape with a Severing spell. He wouldn’t mind, she was sure. With a measuring glance at Ron,
she transfigured it into a sling and tossed it to him. He obediently pulled it over his head and
arranged his wand arm in it with evident relief.

Lavender looked up from her crooning over Luna and smiled at Hermione. “You still are better
at bossing him around than I am, Hermione. I’ve been trying to get him to do something
about that for the last ten minutes.”
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Ron threw his girlfriend a kiss with his left hand. “Force of habit I’m afraid, Lavender. I’ve
been letting Hermione tell me what to do for way longer. And the spell does seem a lot
steadier with my arm supported.”

“Good!” said Hermione, winking at Lavender. They both returned to their work.

Ron snorted. “Anyway, we’ve been shielding, curing and fighting in relays for hours and hours
— it’s a logistical nightmare, but I think I’ve got the hang of it now. I’ve been trying to direct
people to their closest friends, since it speeds up the healing. Lavender healed me twice
before he got my arm.” He sighed and continued in an exhausted voice. “I’m not good for
much fighting now, I’m afraid. Harry should be almost ready to shield again, and then when
he’s rested he can take Remus’s place and maybe start your ritual. It’s been too frantic so far.
There were too many people at the beginning, and we thought it would be better to wait.
Having Rookwood out of the way is going to help though. He was scary. And Bellatrix, of
course, was terrifying, too. I’m hoping Ginny and Lavender won’t have to fight any more,
though they both did really well early on. Lavender was great against Bellatrix. And Fred and
George were here at the start, but when things got a little easier, I sent them off to put your
sticky-note Portkeys on people who’ve fallen. That’s a big danger — that people will be
overlooked and bleed to death if there’s no one around to cure them.”

Suddenly there was a shout from Tonks, and Hermione looked up to see Remus fall, again to
the Sectumsempra. Tonks ran out holding a shielding spell and dragged Remus back. Then
she went out again and took over his duel with Voldemort. Harry was awake, but not yet on
his feet. Ron called out for him to take over shielding for Tonks. Luna was sitting up now and
chewing on some dittany, so Ron moved over and began to heal Remus. Harry cast a Shield
charm, leaning against the wall to keep himself upright and giving Hermione a crooked smile.

“The charm bracelet works really well, Hermione,” he called. “The minor spells were zinging
right back at Voldemort. I’ve only been hit when I’ve lost my concentration. The first time he
said something really nasty about my Mum and I lost it for a moment. That was stupid. Then
he tried to taunt me about Pansy and I laughed. Otherwise, I’d still be fighting, though I
haven’t had a clear chance to use your other spell yet. I’ll go back at him in a few minutes,
when I’ve caught my breath. Tonks will be better to heal Remus than Ron is.”

Hermione nodded and continued crooning to Snape. He was awake now, smiling at her.

“Am I in heaven?” he asked in a shaking voice.

“Not yet, Severus.” His whole body was shaking, she realized. She fished the second vial of
the purple potion she’d made for Jean out of her robes. “Rookwood hit you with the Cruciatus
after you passed out, but luckily I’ve got some of your potion. And you should have some
dittany, if you’ve got any.”

He took the potion and chewed meditatively on some dittany for a bit as she carefully healed
more of the gashes. Suddenly he looked up at her, furious.

“Wait a minute! Hermione! What the hell are you doing out here? You’re pregnant!”

“I’m healing you! And I’ve just finished. Do you think you can help with the shielding, while I
give Ron a hand with Remus? Voldemort got him pretty badly, and Tonks doesn’t look like
she’ll be free any time soon.”

Suddenly she gasped.

“Merlin!” he said, sitting up in alarm. “Have you been hit?”

“No,” she gasped. “Braxton-Hicks contractions... false labor... Madam Pomfrey... says they can
go on for days. I’ll be okay... in a minute.” But she began to wonder. These pains were lasting
longer and coming closer together. Could she really be in labor? It would be just like things if
she gave birth to triplets in front of Voldemort. He wouldn’t even have to use the Cruciatus!
Wait a moment. The sharing of an ancient pain. Thrice augmented. The battle hanging by a
thread. Suddenly, she understood the entire prophecy, and as if to echo her feeling of
triumph, she heard a shout go up.
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But it was not a shout of triumph. Tonks and Bill Weasley had fallen to Sectumsempra curses
at almost the same moment. Hermione looked around. Severus and Luna were just able to sit
up, Remus was still bleeding. Harry was shielding, leaning against the wall; he didn’t look like
he could yet walk. Neville was fighting alone against Voldemort, Malfoy and Dolohov. He was
Apparating and Disapparating and firing curses at a speed Hermione would have thought
impossible, but he clearly could not keep this up for long. And Tonks and Bill needed to be
fetched.

“Ginny,” Ron called out. “Help me get Bill and Tonks and out of there! Cast a levitation spell,
and it’ll be faster. Hermione, will you shield us, please? Good! Now!”

Ginny and Ron ran out and retrieved Tonks and their brother under cover of her Shield spell.
But then they froze. If they didn’t help Neville quickly, he would soon fall, too; but Tonks and
Bill were both still unconscious. And there would be no one ready to replace him. Severus and
Harry were still leaning heavily against the wall. They stood, looking about in confusion. Ron
set his jaw. “Ginny, take Voldemort! Remember the Chamber. Lavender, go for Malfoy!
Remind him of your lunch. Neville, Dolohov’s yours. Watch that purple curse of his.” His voice
was firm, but Hermione could hear the pain just underneath it. He glanced at his wand arm in
disgust — but it would be foolish to try to fight himself.

Suddenly, two figures Apparated directly in front of them. First Minerva McGonagall appeared,
and then a moment later, Albus Dumbledore. They held up their wands and all three of the
Dark wizards took a step back.

“Neville, go back and rest for a moment,” Professor McGonagall called out gently, then turned
to Voldemort as Ginny and Lavender backed off as well. “Hallo, Tom,” she said, as non-verbal
spell after spell shot out of her wand and he parried her hexes with obvious effort. “Remember
me? Minnie McGonagall? The Prefect who gave you so many detentions? Remember the time I
caught that sixth-year Hufflepuff screwing your sorry little arse? Surely you wouldn’t forget
that!”

Voldemort gasped and began an Avada Kedavra that he was forced to interrupt when
Professor McGonagall hit him with a stream of acid that dissolved the shoulder of his cloak and
bit into his arm. He hissed in pain, and as he neutralized the acid, she transfigured all his
buttons into cockroaches, which scurried away so that his robes hung open for a moment,
exposing something that none of them had ever really wanted to see. He quickly reversed the
transfiguration and re-buttoned his robes with a Buttoning charm.

“Ah, yes, I see you do remember!” she continued. “Embarrassed, weren’t you? What did he
pay you — oh that’s right, it was three Knuts; I remember now. True, a Knut was a Knut in
those days, but even fifty years ago Knockturn Alley ladies got a whole Sickle for giving it up.
So, what are you doing these days, you pathetic little whore? Still renting out your orifices?
Ah, got you there, didn’t I?” A slicing hex glanced off the cheekbone of Voldemort’s outraged
face, and he put his hand up, amazed to see his blood flowing.

Professor McGonagall laughed. “I always could take you in a duel, Tom; it’s good to know I
haven’t lost my touch.”

As Professor McGonagall’s astonished students with great effort wrenched their attention back
to their own tasks, she continued cursing and taunting, knocking back Voldemort’s spells
almost casually, seeming untroubled by the growing rage in those red eyes. Her slicing hexes
hit him several more times, and the bright red of his blood made the whiteness of his skin all
the more surreal.

Dumbledore, in contrast, did not speak, but merely stood facing his opponents with a gentle
smile on his face. He was barely fighting the other two wizards at all — they were dueling
fiercely, but he held his wand steady for the most part, shooting simultaneous spells at both of
them and occasionally fending off their own spells with smooth, graceful little flicks, as if their
efforts were unworthy of his attention. He was clearly conserving his strength and biding his
time, allowing the others to heal the fallen. Dolohov and Malfoy seemed to find his lack of
effort even more enraging than their master found McGonagall’s insults and aggressive
attacks.
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Behind the shields, the others were madly crooning the counter-curse for the Sectumsempra.
Luna had taken over Hermione’s shielding. Severus and Harry were curing Remus, while
Hermione and Lavender were working on Tonks, and Ron and Ginny were working on Bill.
Neville was propped against the wall, panting for breath, when Severus looked up at him.

“Longbottom, I can see into your mind. Take your second vial of potion.”

Hermione put her wand to her throat. “Sonorous. It’s been four hours,” her voice boomed out
over the castle grounds. “Everyone, take your second vial potion when you can. Quietus.”

As the echo of her words died, she looked out onto the grounds, where several wizards and
witches could be seen hunting through their robes with one hand as they threw curses with
the other.

”Little Miss Know-it-all,” Severus muttered to her in an affectionate voice.

“Madam Know-it-all, to you,” she said, smirking at him. But her smile froze as she was
suddenly wracked by another pain. She bent over Tonks and crooned through the pain,
waiting for it to pass. This was not good. She really must be in labor. Lavender looked up at
her in alarm.

“Are you all right, Hermione?”

“It’s just... false labor... Braxton-Hicks,” she said almost out of habit, though she was quite
certain now that it wasn’t.

The blonde girl moved closer to her, put his arm around her shoulder, and pulled her in to lean
on her shoulder as she crooned the healing spell over Tonks. After a minute or two, the pain
abated, and Hermione resumed her work as well.

They watched, healed, and shielded, cheered by the presence of Professors Dumbledore and
McGonagall and their spectacular duels. Hermione hoped they weren’t too angry with her. She
wondered whether her arguments against caution and Dumbledore’s “long view” might be the
reason for their presence. She hoped so. They had certainly been needed. Ginny and Ron
made several daring sorties outside the area and brought back those who had fallen to
Sectumsempra. George Weasley, Parvati Patil, Hestia Jones, and Kingsley Shacklebolt were
soon being crooned to as their wounds closed.

After another ten minutes, Remus was recovered and Harry was ready to make another try.
And then the unthinkable happened. A stray Stunning spell from a nearby duel hit Dumbledore
squarely in the face. He fell, and before anyone could rush out to cast an Enervate spell,
Malfoy hit him with a Sectumsempra. Professor McGonagall, shocked, lost her concentration as
all three aimed spells at her. Dolohov’s Sectumsempra got under her guard and she, too, fell.

The witches and wizards behind the shield froze. Voldemort held his wand at the wall of
shields warningly as he kicked both of the fallen Professors gleefully. Dumbledore’s ribs
cracked audibly, and the back of McGonagall’s skull made an ominous crunching sound. “Come
and get them!” he hissed. “Come and get them, before they bleed to death. But the next to
approach us will be hit with Avada Kedavra, not this petty little spell of the traitor Snape’s.
Come on, Potter, won’t you try to rescue your beloved Headmaster and your Head of House?
No? And you call yourself a Gryffindor!” He stamped on McGonagall’s arm for emphasis, and it
broke with a sickening crack. Then he gave Dumbledore another vicious kick, this time in the
face and his nose began to bleed. The witches and wizards behind the shields winced and
exchanged desperate glances. Several tried Summoning Charms, but even Severus’s was
effortlessly blocked by Voldemort and his two assistants. All three stood with their wands out,
breathing hard.

“The battle is won!” Voldemort cried triumphantly. His wand arm shot up into the air, and the
high, cold voice shouted “Morsmordre!" A green fire spurted from his wand and above them,
high in the air, a huge Dark Mark was formed, twinkling green sparks on a background of acrid
black smoke. Larger by far than the small Mark that had signaled the beginning of the battle,
this one obscured the sun, casting an ominous shadow over the Hogwarts grounds. All around
them they could see Aurors and members of the Order glancing up as the shadow hit them
and faltering in their duels. Several fell. The witches and wizards behind the shields despaired.
It was true that Harry still lived, but how could the war be won without Dumbledore?
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Suddenly a huge, fiery red bird burst forth from the center of the castle. Singing the most
beautiful music Hermione had ever heard. Fawkes flew straight at the Mark, flying back and
forth across it until his wings had dispersed the smoke and the green sparks could no longer
be seen. The effect on the fighters was instantaneous. Inspired by the song, they attacked
their enemies with renewed vigor, and several who had fallen managed to dispose of their
opponents with hexes from the ground. Voldemort was furious. He and his companions aimed
spell after spell at the Phoenix, but he was not injured. When the smoke had cleared
completely, he landed on one of the battlements above their makeshift field hospital and
continued to sing in triumph.

Almost without thought, Hermione rose, steadying herself on Lavender’s shoulder. Voldemort’s
eyes grew wide and frightened when he recognized her. She walked out from behind the
shields and toward him with as much dignity as her ponderous gait allowed, her wand out.
She felt Shield spells go up around her as her friends tried to protect her. They wouldn’t offer
much protection from an Avada Kedavra, but she didn’t think he’d dare try that.

“The Web Spinner, the Lioness heavy with cubs,” Voldemort whispered. Lucius Malfoy, who’d
been shooting spells futilely at Fawkes, turned to him in alarm. He followed his master’s gaze
to Hermione and his eyes widened. And she realized, suddenly, that she was wearing her
spider-web Weasley sweater and that her concealment spell had failed yet again. No wonder
he was unnerved. She smiled and nodded her head politely at each of the men in
acknowledgement.

Voldemort continued to mutter to himself, glancing nervously at Malfoy and Dolohov. They
raised their wands, but he hissed at them. “Don’t be stupid! Not her. Don’t curse her. We don’t
know...” Their wands were lowered, as they stared at her curiously.

Then he smiled at her almost charmingly, and suddenly she could see the ghost of the
appealing Tom Riddle of his school days, as if it were a mask he put on over his hideous,
deformed soul. “Have you come to join my Death Eaters, little Hermione?” he said in a voice
that might have been affectionate or sarcastic or even hopeful. “Perhaps you’d like to take
your fiancé’s place of honor?”

“Hardly.” Her voice held nothing but scorn.

Efficiently, paying no attention to the three Dark wizards, who stood looking at her as if
Petrified, she cast a Levitation spell on the Headmaster and moved him behind the shields.
She returned, unhindered, and retrieved Professor McGonagall. The fighters on both sides
stared in shock, as the shouts from elsewhere on the grounds seemed to emphasize the
stillness in this center of the battle. The Phoenix Song continued to soar above them all, but
the bird himself, Hermione noticed, was now crooning the song over Dumbledore, his tears
falling like rain on the old man’s injuries. Then he moved to Professor McGonagall.

“Luna, Ginny, if you’ve still got any of that Healing potion I gave you, use it on those two!
Dumbledore’s nose isn’t bleeding now — that may mean his heart’s stopped.” Hermione’s soft
voice sounded unusually loud in the silence. Ginny shook her head, but Luna pulled out a vial,
and Severus searched inside his robes and pulled out another. Soon they were being poured
down the throats of the Headmaster and his Deputy Head. Hermione turned to face
Voldemort, who was still staring at her in dismay, his wand at his side.

“Start the song,” she said softly to Ginny as Dumbledore began to bleed again, and a moment
later, a bouncing golden ball appeared in the sky above them, and an invisible orchestra
swelled with the first notes of Elizabeth’s song incantation. Around them, the singing began,
hesitantly at first and then swelling, echoing off the castle walls as Fawkes and all the fighters
joined in. The Death Eaters looked around in consternation, but Hermione felt her heart
opening. The spell called forth her love for the three sons in her womb and she was suddenly
happy and at peace. But the battlefield was full of love. That was the key. Amor Mater. Her
own mother — she would soon see her again, and she could show her her grandsons. She felt
maternal love for her children, but also for her friends and her mentors. For Lavender, Luna,
and Parvati, now working frantically to heal Professor McGonagall; for Severus, Remus, and
Ginny, hovering over Dumbledore. Love. She felt a warm surge of love for Harry and Ron, her
best friends. The three of them would end it together, as they had begun it.

“Harry? Ron? Stay just behind me.”
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She turned again, her wand out, towards Voldemort, Dolohov, and Malfoy who still stood
transfixed, though their wands were raised now. As they began to walk, she could hear Harry
beginning his litany of names behind her, and Ron’s deep, resonant voice singing the lower
descant that blended with the lullaby she sang. Further back, she could hear Lavender’s clear
soprano singing the upper descant, blending and contrasting with both. Ginny, Remus, and
Severus, bent over Dumbledore’s body, were singing the main melody along with her. The
harmony and the slow tempo made the simple melody majestic and inspiring as the voices of
hundreds of fighters all over the grounds rose together, with the voice of the Phoenix sounding
above them all. Hermione looked around her as she walked towards Voldemort. It was still a
bright day, though the sunlight was beginning to take on the golden color of an autumn
afternoon. As she walked, she focused on the three children in her womb, and her wand
whipped around with the ease of long practice, tracing the complex curlicues of her spell. It
was the first spell she had found and the last that she realized she would need. “Empatho
Gravidas,” she exclaimed, more for the effect than because she needed to speak the words.
They had already been thought.

Voldemort looked puzzled. He was a half-blood, she realized, cut off from his wizarding
forebears. No old men had told him horror stories of the angry witch who tortured an
adulterous Minister. He had clearly never heard of the spell and merely looked curious as the
fine braid whipped out of her wand, but as one end moved towards him, he began frantically
to cast Shield and Impedimenta Charms to block it. But, thrice augmented, the spell
penetrated his shields easily, and he became seriously alarmed as the cord wrapped snugly
around his wrist and bound tightly. In a flash of insight, Hermione saw herself as a spider
throwing out a rope of tough spider silk to bind her prey. That was what the prophecy had
meant, not the netting spell at all — or perhaps both.

The reaction of Malfoy and Dolohov to her spell was quite different from their master’s. They
were pure-bloods. They knew. They had heard the terrible stories — stories of a spell that
allowed an impudent woman to force a man to experience just the smallest slice of what their
mothers had suffered to give life to them. Their eyes widened in shock and horror. She could
see them wondering how Hermione Granger would dare to use such a terrible, Dark spell, and
she had to resist her habitual impulse to explain that it wasn’t really Dark. Well, casting it on
Voldemort was a bit coercive, actually, particularly since she was pretty sure now that she was
actually in labor. She suspected that even Severus wouldn’t want her to cast it on him at this
point. But it wasn’t as if Voldemort himself avoided coercive spells. Fair was fair, after all, she
thought vaguely.

Voldemort had clearly realized that he was sharing the feelings of her pregnancy. He listed a
bit and was standing oddly now, his feet apart awkwardly, as his left hand tentatively felt his
belly and then came to rest on one hip. Suddenly, he stretched the cord in front of him and
began to hit it with every slicing, cutting, and severing hex known to wizard-kind. Hermione
smiled, knowing that nothing would work, as Harry put his wand up to block any stray cutting
spells.

Voldemort looked at her angrily as spell after spell failed to free him. “The battle between the
Serpent and the Phoenix shall hang by a thread,” she quoted softly, and he redoubled his
efforts to cut the braid, but of course he met with no success. She lifted her wand and
released the Levitation spell on the triplets in her womb and watched Voldemort react to their
real weight. He was barely standing now; he’d conjured a sharp dagger and was still
concentrating on trying to cut the cord.

She realized, suddenly, that Malfoy and Dolohov were frantically casting spells at Harry and
Ron, but her friends were parrying them almost lazily. Perhaps it was the effect of the
bracelet, or the mantra, or the music. Or perhaps the spells of the two wizards were weaker
now, knowing that their master was sharing the feelings of the heavily pregnant woman
before them — they dared not cast a spell at her, knowing it would affect him. Standing in
front of the most powerful evil wizard ever born, Hermione felt oddly invincible.

And then the pain began again, and it was accompanied by a flood of warm sticky liquid that
gushed from between her legs and soaked unpleasantly into the stretchy knit fabric of her
slacks. Well, if she’d had any doubts left, that made things quite clear. Voldemort clearly felt it
too, since he stopped hacking at the cord with the knife and stared at her in horror. He moved
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his legs awkwardly, sharing the sticky wet feeling, but perhaps unaware of its meaning. Then
the pain intensified, and Hermione swayed on her feet, almost losing her balance, but Ron
quickly reached out his left arm to steady her. He was still casting spells with his injured right
arm in its sling, and she leaned gratefully on his shoulder. Voldemort had no such support; he
fell to his knees, the paper-white limbs thrashing in the golden sunlight and actual tears
running down his cheeks from his blood red eyes. Hermione felt he was really over-reacting. It
wasn’t that bad — or perhaps it was, if one didn’t have the strength of the weak. Hermione
barely felt the pain, but looked around her in a daze. Suddenly, she saw the red trails of two
stunning spells shoot past from behind her.

A strong arm went around her, and Ron stepped away. Severus’s voice sounded in her ear
saying, “Good thought, love. It’ll get you into trouble, though — it’s illegal.” Then his chest
vibrated with the lullaby he was singing along with several hundred other fighters, and she
leaned back against his chest and closed her eyes and sang with him. When she opened them,
Ron was leaning over the Stunned bodies of Dolohov and Malfoy, whipping out a pad of yellow
sticky notes. He disarmed them and stuck the tags to their foreheads.

Then, as Hermione’s pain began to recede, Voldemort managed to touch his wand to the mark
on Malfoy’s left forearm, just before Ron activated the Portkeys. Severus went rigid, and
Hermione felt a brief jolt of pain in her own left arm. Voldemort must be calling his Death
Eaters to him. Yes, figures in black robes were Disapparating from the midst of duels all over
the grounds and appearing around Voldemort, gasping to see the monster that had been their
master flailing helplessly on his knees. There were only about thirty of them, now, and in their
astonishment, vastly outnumbered, they were quickly Stunned by the now-healed witches and
wizards who rushed out from behind the Shield spells and began firing spells, as well as their
former opponents who soon Apparated behind them, trapping them. Hermione’s thoughts
flitted briefly to the Death Eaters imprisoned together in the bowels of the dungeons, their
marks burning, trapped and unable to Apparate, and ignorant of what was happening. They
must be going mad.

Ron had returned to where she stood with Severus and Harry. Harry was staring at Voldemort,
fending off the occasional spells he managed to shoot at the group while chanting his list of
names to protect himself, Hermione, and Severus. Ron put his hand on his friend’s arm for a
moment. “Now’s your chance mate.” They all looked up as the last of the remaining Death
Eaters were Portkeyed away with a spattering of little pops. As Hermione’s pain subsided
completely, Voldemort began slowly to rise again, by now the only living Death Eater
remaining on the field. As he glanced around and realized his predicament, Severus cast an
anti-Disapparation spell on his former master. Voldemort looked shocked at his inability to
block such an obvious spell.

Harry nodded to Ron and took a deep breath. He strode forward, flicking his wand to cast a
quick spell.

”Expelliarmus!”

“I taught him that one,” Severus whispered proudly in Hermione’s ear, as the long yew wand
flew into Harry’s hand. He tucked it into his robes. Voldemort seemed not to notice; he was
still preoccupied by the braid around his wrist and the peculiar sensations he was feeling. His
face showed not so much fear as disbelief, as he looked from Hermione’s face to that of the
disloyal servant who held her in his arms.

Harry changed his wand smoothly to his left hand, and with his right he drew Gryffindor’s
sword. He stood before the man who had killed his parents, and he called forth his mother’s
love. He tapped the scar inside his elbow twice, then he recited the names of his own mother
and of Voldemort’s mother, the accents landing on precisely the correct syllables, and with the
last scornful name, he thrust out his wand in his left hand. With his right, he plunged the
sword of Gryffindor into the heart of the last descendant of Gryffindor’s friend and rival.

The three potions that anointed the sword began to work immediately and obviously. The
potion that reacted with the components of Voldemort’s resurrection potion began to
destabilize him, and he seemed to lose control of his face and his arms. He swayed stiff-
legged, his eyes staring around in horror. The second called forth from Harry’s stolen blood
the love with which Lily Potter had protected her son, activated by the Amor Mater charm,
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stimulated by the freely-given blood in which the love still lived, and strengthened by the
singing of the surrounding fighters. Voldemort’s body became intolerable to him, but the third
potion bound his soul to it and prevented him from escaping. Harry pulled out the sword, and
the blood that poured forth seemed to boil, as Hermione felt an exhilarating surge of maternal
love pass through the connection around her wrist. But there was also a growing pain and she
bent forward, gasping.

“End the spell, Hermione,” Severus’s voice whispered in her ear. “End it; it might hurt you or
our boys.” As she failed to respond, his voice took on the authority and power she
remembered from his classes. “Miss Granger, end that spell this instant!”

She straightened obediently, and with a flick of her wand, the braid that Voldemort had been
unable to break vanished, and with it much of her pain. A few moments later, with a long,
agonized, piercing screech that echoed over the grounds, Voldemort melted into a rather
disgusting pile of black rags, loose flesh, congealing blood, and shattered chunks of burned
bone. The monster was gone. The song swelled slightly and then died out as everyone looked
in silence at the smelly mess that had been both Tom Riddle and Lord Voldemort. Ginny
quickly ended the conducting charm, and Hermione leaned back again into her husband’s
arms.

Severus hissed suddenly and pulled back his left sleeve. There, on his forearm, the Dark Mark
faded slowly before their eyes, changing from an ugly boiling, lumpy mixture of black mottled
with red to a faint, smooth shadow.

Severus was silent for several moments. Finally he took a deep breath. “Excellent,” he said,
with tears in his eyes that belied his neutral tone. “This, I can live with. I’m glad it hasn’t
disappeared entirely. It will be harder for my colleagues to claim they acted under the
Imperius Curse.”

“Is it really all over?” Hermione asked him, looking around. No one was fighting. Aurors were
putting sticky pink Portkeys on fallen Death Eaters with horrible injuries. Several fallen fighters
in sapphire robes were tagged with blue sticky notes and vanished. As she watched, a group
of six students in Slytherin robes emerged from the castle and spread out among the
remaining fallen. One by one they knelt next to cursed wizards and witches, took out their
wands and began to heal them.

“Yes, love. Voldemort’s dead. All the Death Eaters are locked in the dungeons. I think it’s all
over.”

Hermione sighed, leaning back into his arms. She felt rather dreamy and lethargic. Severus
was with her again, and he would take care of everything. “That’s really good, Severus,” she
murmured. “My waters broke a few minutes ago. It’s really icky and uncomfortable. But it
means I’m definitely having the babies. They weren’t Braxton-Hicks contractions after all. I
should probably go see Madam Pomfrey. Everyone’s been telling me I should all day.”

Severus’s arms tightened around her a little. “Harry? Ron?” he called.

Hermione looked at him in puzzlement. He almost never called them by their first names.
Then she saw that her two best friends were hugging each other tightly in triumph. Tears were
running down Harry’s face. They would have been hugging her, too, she realized, except that
Severus was holding her, and they didn’t like to intrude. They both came quickly, however,
when he called them.

“I’m going to take Hermione in to Poppy. She’s in labor. You may give her one hug each —
gently.”

Ron approached her first, embracing her shoulders and giving her a kiss on the cheek.
“Thanks for coming when I called, Hermione. I know it was for Snape, and I don’t mind. You
came. That’s the important thing. We would never have managed without you.”

“Professor Snape,” she said reprovingly and then smiled. “It’s all right, Ron. I would have
come for you, too. We three work together pretty well — we always have. But you were the
cool head and the organizer. I saw how you directed everyone and kept the fighting running
smoothly. We wouldn’t have managed without you, either.” He smiled broadly, squeezed her
shoulders once more, and was replaced by Harry.
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“You’ve done it, Harry! You did it all perfectly! You’ve avenged your parents and Sirius and
Cedric. Now you can live. You must be so happy! Congratulations!”

Harry made a futile attempt to wipe the tears that sparkled in his green eyes. “Thanks,
Hermione. I am happy. But it was all your work — the spells, the potions, the song, the
memories. It was an amazing ritual. I’ll always be grateful. Now go have your kid, and please,
please don’t let Snape give it that horrible name. It’s just way too much for a tiny baby.” He
kissed her lightly on the forehead, looked hard into her eyes for a moment, and then pulled
Ron in to join him in a gentle three-way hug. And then Ginny, Luna, Lavender, and Neville
joined them.

“We did it,” they all said to each other in amazement. “It’s over.”

“All right. That’s enough.” Severus’s voice was kinder than his words. “You can celebrate
together later.” He turned her towards him. “Put your arm around my shoulders, my love,” he
said softly. She complied and he bent and slipped his arm under her knees and lifted her. She
soon found herself being carried through the Hogwarts corridors to the hospital wing.

“You’re a lot heavier than you were at New Year’s,” he said teasingly. “Or perhaps I’m just
more tired. Luckily, it’s not far.”

When they reached the hospital wing, he set her down on an empty bed and pulled the
curtains around them. He gently removed her bloodied sweater and bra and her sticky pants
and wiped her with a warm, wet towel.

He draped his heavy velvet Death Eater cloak over her. “I’ll get you something more
appropriate in a moment, but I don’t want you to be chilled. But what’s happened to the hem?
Did I miss a slicing hex?” He looked curiously at the bottom of the cloak where a large
rectangle of cloth had been removed.

“Sorry — I needed something to transform for a sling for Ron. And I wasn’t wearing any extra
cloth. I didn’t think you’d be needing the cloak after today.”

“Quite right, thanks to you.” He put a hand on either side of her head and lowered his mouth
for a long, gentle kiss. “I’ve been imagining that kiss for over two months,” he said. “You were
wonderful, Hermione. Harry was right — it wouldn’t have happened without you.”

“Or you, Severus. Kiss me again, please. It really does make all the pain go away.”

“With very great pleasure, Madam Snape.”
~*~

“I’m sorry, Madam Pomfrey,” Hermione said, as the mediwitch peeked around the curtains a
few minutes later. “I know this isn’t a good time to have the babies. I kept telling myself... I
kept telling everyone they were just Braxton-Hicks contractions, as you said. But they weren’t.
My waters broke a few minutes ago.”

“Children often make a point of coming at the most inconvenient times.” She smiled. “And
these are Severus’s sons, after all; we can only expect them to be annoying.” She winked at
Hermione, who smirked at her husband. “But Molly’s helping me, and there are Healers here
from St. Mungo’s as well, now. We can easily take care of you as well as the injured. I’ll just
get you settled so you can begin your work. Then Severus can fetch me if anything changes. I
assume you’re staying, Severus?”

Severus looked up from the foot of the bed, to which he had hastily retreated when the curtain
opened. “Merlin, no! At times like this, a father’s place is in the nearest pub! I’m going to go
find Remus and see what the Three Broomsticks is serving.”

Hermione looked at him through narrowed eyes. “Severus Ludwig Snape, I’ve been dealing
with this pregnancy alone now for over two months. I understood that; it was important.
Going drinking with Remus is not important. If you abandon me now, I’ll never speak to you
again.”

Madam Pomfrey smiled and let the curtain fall shut. Severus stayed.

~o0o~
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Chapter 31 – Claudius, Titus, and Aurelius
~o0o~

Summary: Hermione and Severus introduce the triplets to family and friends.

~*~

It was very dark when Hermione awoke. She thought of the beautiful, perfect triplets she had
held in turn the night before and smiled. Then she remembered that Voldemort was dead, and
that she, Severus, Harry, Ron, Ginny, Luna, Neville, Lavender, Remus, and Tonks were all
alive and smiled even more broadly for a moment before beginning to worry again. She hoped
that Professors Dumbledore and McGonagall were all right as well. She had a fuzzy memory
that Madam Pomfrey had said they would be, but they were both fairly old and they’d been
very badly hurt. She wondered whether they were still in the hospital wing with her and tried
to look around. The first things to emerge from the darkness were two large, luminous eyes
looking at her from a seat next to her bed. As her eyes grew accustomed to the dark, two tall
pointed ears emerged, and a familiar elvish face.

“Rose?” she whispered.

“Yes, Mistress. I’m here. Your mother’s here, too.” The elf waved her hand and a few candles
were lit. They were in Severus’s bedroom. They must have moved her out of the hospital wing
after she fell asleep.

“Mum?”

“I’m right here, darling.” Charlotte’s voice came from the other side of the bed. “You just lie
back; Rose has brought you some beef broth from the kitchens.”

Hermione looked at the elf, who, she noticed, was wearing a smoky blue dress with a starched
white pinafore. “You’ve taken clothes, Rose! Wonderful! I’m so happy for you.”

“Thank you, Mistress. Severus wanted to do it in honor of the birth of your sons. And Tim is
pleased. Would you like the bouillon? It’s chilled, but I can warm it if you prefer.”

“Broth would be good; warm, I think. Thank you, Rose. That would help a lot. What time is
it?”

Charlotte checked her watch. “It’s almost seven. Severus said you fell asleep after holding the
third triplet for only about ten minutes, and that was about eleven, so you’ve had a good
sleep.” Her mother propped her up on the pillows as Rose warmed the broth and conjured a
bed-tray. “How do you feel?”

“A bit like I’ve been run over by the Hogwarts Express, actually.”

“Really? You don’t look it. I was amazed that you recovered so quickly, but Madam Pomfrey,
who is a very impressive physician by the way, said that witches have amazing recuperative
powers after childbirth. Yet another benefit of your magic.”

“Really? My books didn’t say that, but then the magical ones didn’t do a lot of witch-Muggle
comparisons.” Hermione looked around, noting the three beribboned wicker bassinets tucked
into the far corner of the room. “Can I see the babies? Are they all right? Don’t they have to
nurse or something?”

“They’re fine. And nursing will keep until later. Birth is tiring for babies, too. They’ve mostly
been sleeping. And they’re not here at the moment in any case.” She sounded exasperated.
“Severus and your father have taken the babies to the hospital wing to show them off. I told
Severus that there’s really no point in that at this stage. All babies look like Winston Churchill
to everyone but their parents and grandparents.”

Hermione sniffed skeptically. This was true of other babies, of course, but not hers. “And what
did he say to that?”

Charlotte snorted. “He said, ‘Winston who?’ of course. He’s such a pure-blood, your husband.
But I think he really wanted them along as a shield when he admitted to the Headmaster how
he’d faked our murder.”



The Lioness Prophecies

321

“Are the Headmaster and Professor McGonagall awake, then? How are they? They were
horribly hurt. Voldemort was a terrible, terrible man.”

“Minerva has been awake for about an hour, and the Headmaster is expected to awaken soon.
They’ll both be fine — they’re out of danger. Madam Pomfrey said it was lucky the Slytherins
made so much Blood Replenishing Potion earlier, since they needed a lot of it. And there was
something about a miracle healing potion you’d sent — she was extremely impressed.”

Hermione nodded. “That was the healing potion Severus made with the blood the Healer in
France collected from me. It’s really strong. Good — I’m glad she had some left.” Rose put the
large mug of bouillon on a tray across her lap. The delicious beefy scent reminded her of
childhood comforts, and Hermione sipped it gratefully. She felt much stronger when she’d
finished.

“Mum, do you know what happened in the rest of the battle?” she asked hesitantly. “I only
saw bits of it, you know; even after Ron summoned me with Severus’s ring, I was sort of
tucked away in a corner healing people until the very end.”

“Yes, Severus has already had words with Ron Weasley about messing about with his ring, but
since your presence seems to have saved the day pretty spectacularly, he’s been forgiven.
How did you get out of the castle? Severus was very puzzled about that; he said the Death
Eaters would have barricaded the doors.”

“Well, Dumbledore locked me in his office, so I jumped out the window. I jumped out from the
wall as far as I could, so I’d be outside the anti-Apparition wards. I thought I could probably
Apparate away before I hit the ground. It’s a fairly high tower.”

“’Probably.’” A deep voice spoke from the doorway, and she looked up to see her husband
glaring at her. “’Probably!’”

“Well, I did, didn’t I?” she asked cheekily. “Good morning, Severus. How was your chat with
the Headmaster?”

“Quite cordial, considering that I explained to him that you and I have both ignored his most
explicit directives for the last year or so. But luckily, Voldemort’s dead, and Albus is in quite a
good mood. We’ve both been forgiven.”

“Well, that’s nice. I’d hate to have anyone angry at me on such a wonderful day.”

“I said Albus had forgiven you. I have not. How could you possibly risk yourself and all three
of our sons by... by JUMPING OUT A WINDOW? WHEN YOU WERE IN LABOR!”

Charlotte Granger flinched, but Hermione just smiled at her husband.

“It’s so nice to have you back, Severus!” she said fervently.

Her mother looked surprised, but she thought she saw the corner of Severus’s mouth twitch.

“Well, all’s well that ends well, isn’t it Severus?” she continued. “It was the only way — you
know how completely unreasonable the Headmaster gets — and if I hadn’t jumped, who
knows how this all would have worked out? Could you bring the babies to me, please?”

Severus brought Claudius to her and stood glowering over her, holding Titus. Robert Granger
followed him into the room, snickering a little, and put Aurelius in Charlotte’s arms. “I’d let it
alone, if I were you, mate,” he said conspiratorially to his son-in-law. “After all, the woman’s
just borne three sons for you. And she’s got a wand.

“Good advice, I suppose, Robert.” Severus turned to his wife. “And they are rather fine babies,
I must admit. Excellent work, Madam Snape. Our sons could not have turned out better if I’d
borne them myself.”

“Unaccustomed as I am to praise from such a source,” she said pointedly, “I thank you, sir.
And if I can figure out a way to do it, we may put that to the test. So you forgive me?”

“I suppose I must, given the results. And it turns out that Minerva and Albus were so
impressed with your technique that they did the same thing.”
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Hermione looked up sharply. “They jumped out the window, too?”

Severus shook his head, bemused. “No, they jumped off the Astronomy Tower. They’d gone
there to make sure you’d Apparated safely — they took your Omnioculars and were watching
the duels. Minerva was convinced by your argument that they both should join the battle, but
Albus was still resisting and talking about long-range plans when Bill and Tonks fell. It was
clear even at that distance that Neville would have been killed within minutes — he’d been
fighting for a long time already. Ron was so desperate he’d just sent Ginny and Lavender
against them. So Minerva simply stopped arguing and jumped, and Albus followed her a few
seconds later.”

“Was anyone... killed, Severus? On our side?”

He looked solemn. “There were amazingly few deaths altogether, Hermione, thanks largely to
you and Weasley and the Portkeys. But there were a few. Three Aurors — I don’t think you
know any of them. Of the Order, only Mundungus Fletcher and Sturgis Podmore. And Percy
Weasley — he was one of the traitors to Voldemort I’d recruited — and another Death Eater
you don’t know who’d decided at the last minute to join us. I’d given him my scarf.” He
paused. “And two of your classmates: Susan Bones and Ernie Macmillan.”

Hermione gasped. “Oh, no! They’d just got engaged! I suppose they were fighting together.
How horrible!” She turned to Charlotte. “Susan was working for Fred and George and doing so
well. And her poor family! They’ve lost so many. And Ernie... He was so pleased with his
internship with the Ministry. Oh dear. I suppose I should be grateful it wasn’t more of us, but
it’s just really hard to think of them... And poor old Dung! And I’m sorry about Percy, too. Mrs.
Weasley will be so unhappy.” She stroked Claudius’s sleeping face gently, admiring its
softness. “What about Hagrid? I never saw him.”

“He missed the battle entirely — he and Grawp were in Ireland, negotiating with the giants.
We were hoping they could join us later in the month, when we expected the battle to be. He
got Dumbledore’s Patronus, but he can’t Apparate, and he wouldn’t have been able to bring
Grawp along, even if he could. He’s fine, but there were some bad injuries on our side. Arthur
Weasley is going to have terrible scarring from the Sectumsempra curse, as will Padma Patil
and Michael Corner. They were around a corner of the castle with Mr. Macmillan and Miss
Bones and had no help at all until a group of students found them. Fred Weasley lost his left
foot to a slicing hex from a fallen Death Eater who wasn’t properly Stunned. Alastor Moody
lost a few fingers, and Dean Thomas has lost his entire right arm, though luckily his left arm is
his wand arm. Ronald Weasley, on the other hand, has lost much of the use of his wand arm.
He can cast spells, of course, but he’ll never be an Auror now. Still, they’ll all recover. It’s far
better than any of us could have hoped for.”

Hermione exchanged babies with her mother and began cooing over Aurelius. His dark eyes
were open, and he gazed up at her searchingly through long dark lashes. “And most of the
Death Eaters survived as well?” she said, not looking up.

“Most, though more of them were killed than on our side. You saw Bella, Pettigrew, and
Rookwood.”

Charlotte Granger gasped. “Not Agamemnon Rookwood!”

“No, his errant great-nephew, Augustus. A truly awful man, though he was an excellent
duelist; a Ministry hack who liked to kill babies.” He held Titus a little more tightly. “Alastor
Moody decapitated Fenrir Greyback with a Slicing hex. He bit Moody’s six-year-old nephew
during a full moon fifteen years ago, hoping to turn him into a werewolf, but the little boy died
instead. Moody was delighted to have the opportunity. Both of the Lestrange brothers,
Gregory Goyle, senior, Marcus Flint, and twelve others that you don’t know, died of their
wounds before they could be tagged and transported to the hospital dungeon. And Yaxley
seems to have been killed by the centaurs — there was an arrow straight through his heart.
And Antonin Dolohov and... Lucius Malfoy.”

“But... Dolohov and Malfoy were only Stunned! How...?”

Severus looked grim. “Voldemort’s was a very strict hierarchical organization. Dolohov and
Malfoy were at the top, and their... discipline... of the lower ranks was always very harsh. We
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transported them without their wands into a dungeon filled with a mob of two hundred and
fifty Death Eaters, most of whom they had at one time or another tortured with the Cruciatus,
beaten, imprisoned and humiliated. Some had lost family and loved ones and been told it was
‘discipline.’ When their Marks faded, they all knew that Voldemort was gone and could no
longer protect his inner circle. They killed Antonin and Lucius — tore them to pieces, actually,
with their bare hands — and jumped on their bodies. One can’t blame the mob too much; they
were both extremely cruel and sadistic men.”

“I’m sorry, Severus. I know they were once your friends. And Draco’s mother! How horrible for
her! Did she have to see it?”

“No, Narcissa was in the hospital dungeon and saw nothing. She’s another who is going to
have horrible scarring. And Antonin and Lucius have not been my friends for a very long time.
I don’t consider it a virtue to remain loyal to friends who do such terrible things. I’m no
Gryffindor.”

“That’s not quite fair, Severus. Here, let me hold Titus for a bit. Have you talked to Draco
yet?”

“Can you really tell them apart so easily already?” Severus said, handing her the baby he was
carrying and taking Aurelius from her. “Yes. He’d apparently been told which side I fought for,
but he doesn’t appear to hold it against me. We told him that his father was dead yesterday
evening, and after you’d gone to sleep, I went with him to the dungeon where the injured
Death Eaters are being treated to see Narcissa and break the news to her. He doesn’t know
yet how Lucius died, but I think I shall have to tell him soon, before he hears it from someone
less sympathetic. Draco’s asked me to come to talk to the Slytherins after breakfast. Actually,
he asked if you could come, too. Someone — Minerva, I suppose — seems to have told him
that we’re married, and he thought it would be nice to introduce you to my House formally. I
mentioned that you’d just delivered, but he said so much the better; the baby could be
introduced, too. But in the current climate, I’m not sure it’s safe. Feelings may be running
rather high.”

“I’m sure it will be fine. The Slytherins were very useful yesterday — didn’t the Headmaster
tell you?”

“No, he seemed rather distracted, actually. But that’s excellent. What happened?”

“Draco organized them brilliantly. They had a big discussion, and the entire House came down
heavily against Voldemort. Then the first through six years held a sort of Slytherin history day
— the Headmaster helped. And all ten seventh-years volunteered to make potions or heal. I
talked to several of them. They were incredibly useful.”

Severus looked at her in amazement. ”All of them? Even the ones whose parents fought?
Mulciber?”

“Lancelot directed the potion making. He even said Voldemort’s name. So, yes, I think we
should go and take the children. They will want to see you.”

Severus nodded, and Hermione could see that his eyes were glistening. She turned to her
parents. “Where are you staying, Mum and Dad?”

“We’ve taken the room you’ve been living in, dear.” Charlotte said. “Rose Apparated directly
when we got Severus’s owl. He sent us a Portkey to the gates, and she and two other elves
met us there. They’d moved your clothes and books in here, so we have plenty of space.
Crookshanks is still there with us — large cats aren’t always good with tiny babies. Severus
wanted us in the guestroom here in his rooms, but you’ll want that for a nursery after a few
days, I expect. If the Headmaster allows, and you agree, we’d like to stay for a few weeks.
We’ve missed you both.”

“Actually, Charlotte,” Robert Granger looked from his wife to Hermione a bit uncertainly, “the
Headmaster has just suggested that we might want to stay on at Hogwarts for the rest of the
year, at least, and team-teach Muggle Studies. He said he’s always wanted to make it
available for the younger students, and the witch who was supposed to be teaching it has
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gone off in a huff. Apparently one of Hermione’s classmates told her she didn’t know the first
thing about computers, and was teaching the children all wrong.”

“I’m sure that was Susan... the one who... died.” Hermione was silent for a moment, admiring
Titus’s tiny fingers, which were making little petal-like flutters. “She did some computer versus
magic tests last winter for a project I was working on and was becoming quite the hacker...
But if you’re interested in teaching at Hogwarts, it would be great. Muggle Studies was pretty
awful, actually, the year I took it. For some reason it’s always taught by pure-blood witches,
and they’re very condescending about everything except music and literature. It could be a
really good course, if you taught it. I could help you with the syllabi — stuff I’ve had to teach
Ron over the years.”

Charlotte smiled. “Like how to pronounce ‘electricity’? But what ever put that idea in the
Headmaster’s head?”

Robert shrugged. “Well, I’d talked to him in April about the work we did at the refuge, putting
together seminars on topics of interest, and he suggested we might we do the same sort of
course for the pure-blood students here. There might even be an evening program for adult
wizards like Arthur Weasley who have a special interest in the topic.” He turned to Severus.
“But we’ll have to discuss it, of course. Charlotte and I love the challenges of dentistry, and we
won’t want to give that up altogether.”

Severus smirked. “Of course not. After all, you still have to fix my teeth.” He continued more
seriously. “But I hope you will consider it, even if only for a short time. I’ve just promised
Albus that I shall take over the Potions courses and Slytherin House again for the rest of this
year, so we will continue to live here during the term. After that, we shall see.” He glanced at
Hermione and then smiled at her parents. “We may want to do some traveling while I’m still
young enough to enjoy it. We were in Paris briefly last winter, and Hermione tells me it’s quite
a romantic city. My life for the past few decades has been rather... circumscribed.”

Hermione smiled at him and then gestured at the little silver bracelet with a charm in the
shape of the number two that was clasped around Titus’s tiny hand. “Severus, why is he
wearing this little number charm?” she said absently. “Is this another wizarding tradition I
don’t know about?”

“Only with multiple births in pure-blood families, my love.” She looked at him inquiringly, and
he smiled a little condescendingly. “Well of course it’s essential to record the order of their
birth. All our children will have equal shares from the Snape Trust, but the eldest inherits all
the houses and land. He’ll be the head of the family, make decisions about the family, settle
any disputes, and so forth. It’s an important role. I put numbered bracelets on them as they
were born, so we’ll know the birth order and which one of them is the heir.”

“So, you’re saying that one of our sons will be richer and more powerful than the others and
will get to control them and their children’s lives, like the Headmaster tries to control
Elizabeth’s? Just by virtue of being born a quarter hour before them? That’s really ridiculous.
Let’s not do it that way, Severus. It’s much fairer just to divide things equally among our
children.”

Severus sighed in exasperation. “You can’t just say ‘let’s not do it that way,’ Hermione. That is
the way it is done; the way it has always been done in our family. Someone has to be in
charge. And if you split up the land, the family eventually loses all its power. It’s much better
to keep things concentrated.”

“Severus, you have, what, ten houses with attached lands? We can give each of them three
and still keep Houndsnape Hall for ourselves. That should be concentrated wealth enough for
anyone. I don’t like the idea of one of my children being the heir and the others not. Will the
sky fall if we do it differently?”

“I have no idea, but it doesn’t matter, because we’re not going to do it differently. At the
moment, I am the head of the Snape family, and I have decided that we will follow our
traditions!” He gritted his teeth. “Now, I shall be out in the sitting room ordering breakfast. I
trust you and your parents will join me in a moment.” He laid Aurelius in one of the wicker
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bassinets in the corner of the room, frowning at the little blue bows. “We will have no more
discussion of this nonsense, Hermione.” He turned on his heel and stalked toward the door.

Hermione set her jaw and grabbed her wand from the night table, and Charlotte gasped as
Severus whirled back to face her with his wand up in dueling position.

“Surely you know better than to try and hex me, Hermione,” he said softly.

“I wouldn’t dream of it, love,” she said, smiling sweetly. As he turned she cast three silent
Alohomora spells in quick succession, followed by Summoning Charms.

“Oh, Severus?” she called. “Catch!” He turned again in the doorway and three silver bracelets
flew into his hand.

Severus stalked back to the bed and glared down at his wife, holding out the bracelets. “Put
them back on, Hermione. Enough of this nonsense. You know which is which.”

“I know their names, Severus. I didn’t make special note of their numbers or the order they
were born in. I wasn’t paying attention, since I really didn’t think it was important. And it
isn’t.”

“Hermione, put them back.”

“I will not number my children. They were conceived at the same time and more or less born
at the same time. They’ll have the same birthday. If you want to put one over the others, you
make the choice. I won’t do it. Go ahead; we won’t tell. You put the bracelets on. Pick your
favorite. Decide which two of our sons are less important, so their beliefs and opinions should
matter less than the other one. It’s your choice.”

He looked at the babies for a long moment. “You know I could never do that, Hermione,” he
said softly.

“I know.” She put her cheek up to be kissed, and he kissed it. “Thank you, Severus.”

“Humph,” he sniffed. “Rookwood is going to be appalled.” He kissed her again, this time on
the lips. “I suppose that’s what I get for marrying a Muggle-born. Humph. Come to breakfast.”

Robert followed him out, glancing back at his wife as he tried to hide his snickers.

“You did that very well, Hermione,” Charlotte said softly, helping her daughter out of bed and
into her dressing gown. “I’m glad that the age difference doesn’t mean he can intimidate you.
And you were quite right, of course. All the same, I’m sure you do know what order they were
born in.”

Hermione snorted. “Of course I do,” she said softly. “But I’ll never tell. Not that it isn’t
obvious. They’re my children, they’re Severus’s children, and they’re named after Roman
emperors...”

“Of course!” Charlotte shook her head at her own obtuseness. “They would naturally have
been born in chronological order.”

“I didn’t say that.” Hermione smiled, put the other two babies in their bassinets, and kissed
each on the nose. Then, lurching only slightly on her feet, she walked out with great dignity to
join her husband and father.

~*~

Breakfast was pleasant, with the sun streaming through the windows into the room, which was
furnished with modern oak furniture upholstered in linen. Hermione found, as she began to
feel stronger, that she was ravenously hungry, and most of her attention went to the eggs,
bacon, and toast. The conversation was dominated by Severus and her parents as they talked
about their summer at Houndsnape Hall. Tonks had put up wards around their own house to
protect it from any further Death Eater attacks, and they made plans to visit the following
weekend; Severus would go with them to ensure that they were safe. While everyone who
took part in the battle was still incarcerated in the dungeons, it was nonetheless unsafe for
Muggles so closely connected with the heroes of the battle to travel without a magical
protector.
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As Hermione was taking a second helping of toast, two copies of the Daily Prophet arrived,
hers as well as Severus’s. It was full of erroneous information, of course, but the photographs
of the battle were excellent. With Professor McGonagall’s permission, Colin Creevey had set up
his cameras at a window high in the Astronomy Tower, from which he had captured everything
from the net spell to Voldemort’s final dissolution. The black & white picture that spanned the
top half of the front page was clear and sharp. It showed Harry withdrawing his sword from
Voldemort’s chest and the monster’s collapse into a smoldering pile of melting body parts.
Ron, Hermione, and Severus looked on. The fallen bodies of Bellatrix Lestrange and Augustus
Rookwood were visible behind their master.

Inside there were more pictures. They showed Neville dueling Bellatrix Lestrange; Severus
carrying Harry behind the shields, and Professor McGonagall dueling with Voldemort.
Hermione, massively pregnant, was shown transporting her behind the shields as Voldemort
looked on in astonishment, his wand at his side. Dumbledore was shown dueling
simultaneously with Malfoy and Dolohov, and there was a later photo of the same men lying
stunned, bound, and tagged with sticky notes beside Voldemort’s writhing body. The scene of
Ginny and Severus healing the bleeding body of the Headmaster was accompanied by a STOP
PRESS box that quoted a statement from Madam Pomfrey: “Headmaster Dumbledore and
Deputy Head McGonagall have regained consciousness and are recovering quickly from their
injuries. That’s all I can say at the moment, Mr. Johnson. They’ll be fine. Now, please, get out
of my way. I’m busy.”

Severus shook his head over the large picture. The braid tying Hermione’s wrist to Voldemort’s
was clearly visible; after Harry withdrew his sword, she straightened and flicked her wand, and
it vanished. “I’m afraid this is going to mean trouble,” he muttered. “I was hoping we could
sweep that part of the story under the rug. People hate that charm.”

Hermione was pleased to see the picture taken of her parents at graduation again, this time
with a note that their murder had been faked and that they had been in hiding at Houndsnape
Hall over the summer. The by-line was Rita Skeeter’s, and the story was just what Hermione
would have wished. She read the last two paragraphs aloud to the table.

~*~

Auror Nymphadora Tonks, still limping slightly from a curse she received yesterday from the
wand of Lord Voldemort himself, said early this morning that the purpose of the deception was
to allow Professor Severus Snape, a daring and skilled spy for Albus Dumbledore and the
Order of the Phoenix, to gain access to more information about the activities and plans of
Voldemort and his Death Eaters. She graciously thanked this reporter for her help in
disseminating the misinformation that fooled the Dark Lord.

‘As a highly placed spy in the Death Eater ranks,’ the attractive young Metamorphmagus
explained, ‘Severus Snape was able to alert Hogwarts as well as us Aurors to Voldemort’s evil
plans. Otherwise Hogwarts School would have been undefended when they arrived on
Saturday, with hundreds of schoolchildren unprotected outside on the grounds enjoying the
fall weather. The parents of every Hogwarts student should be grateful to him for his many
sacrifices.’ This reporter has confirmed that, with the hour’s warning provided by Professor
Snape, the faculty and Prefects were able to clear the grounds completely. No Hogwarts
students were injured in the attack.

~*~

“Well, that’s not strictly true,” Severus said judiciously. “Ginny and Luna are both current
students, and they were both injured, but they were cured before the battle was over, so I
suppose that doesn’t count.”

Another story noted that today would be dedicated to mourning those who had lost their lives
in the struggle since Voldemort’s first rise in the early 1970’s (listed, with pictures, on page
8). Monday would be the first celebration of a new wizarding holiday that in future years would
occur two days earlier, on the anniversary of the victory itself. Festivities would culminate in
an afternoon ceremony to be held at Hogwarts School of Witchcraft and Wizardry, during
which the heroes of the war would be inducted into the Order of Merlin. A general feast in the
Great Hall for all participants would follow.
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Hermione gave Severus a puzzled look. “How can they announce that so confidently?
Dumbledore was still unconscious until a few hours ago!”

He shook his head. “Have you forgotten your fifth year so quickly, Hermione? The Ministry has
quite extensive authority over Hogwarts. It is only because of Dumbledore’s stature and
reputation that they interfere so little. But this is a political opportunity that Rufus Scrimgeour
won’t want to miss. And they’re quite likely to honor a rather different group of people than
we would. I predict that a number of Ministry officials will be slipped in among the fighters.
You may be quite surprised at who is inducted into which class of the Order of Merlin.”

Hermione looked at him in horror. “But that’s ridiculous. They were completely useless. The
Ministry didn’t even admit Voldemort’s return for a year, and when they did, the guidelines
they sent out for dealing with Death Eater attacks were laughable.”

Robert Granger exchanged glances with his wife. “Politics is politics, I suppose. Magical or not.
I would think, though, that you two would...”

He was interrupted by a tentative knock at the door.

Severus looked around puzzled, as Rose scurried down the passage to the door. “That’s odd —
I can’t imagine that Poppy would let Albus or Minerva loose upon us yet. They were still
fighting for the right to go to lunch when we left. Draco’s busy preparing for our formal
introduction to Slytherin. And no one else comes down here.”

“Good morning, Rose. The Headmaster suggested we come. Is Hermione awake yet? May we
see her and the new baby now, or should we come back later?” Ron’s deep voice was soft and
hesitant.

“Come in, Weasley; and you as well, Potter,” Severus called. “I can hardly deny the heroes of
the day. We’re just finishing breakfast.”

Their heads peeked cautiously into the light-filled room. Ron, Hermione noticed, still had his
wand arm in her sling, though it was cleaner than it had been.

“Wow! This is nice!” Harry said, looking around the comfortable, sunny room. “Good morning,
Professor, Mr. and Mrs. Granger. How are you feeling Hermione?”

“Much better, thanks, now that I’ve eaten. Just a bit tired and sore.” She smiled happily at her
friends. “Would you like to see our babies?”

“Babies?” they exclaimed in unison.

“You mean there’s more than one?” Harry asked, shocked.

“You had twins!” Ron shouted excitedly. “I knew you were big, but...”

“Triplets.” Hermione smirked at Harry as she pushed herself back from the table. “Three boys,
Claudius, Titus, and Aurelius.” She laughed as he realized his mistake and his eyes widened.

“Don’t get up, Hermione,” Charlotte said. “Robert and I will bring them out.” She returned
with a baby on each arm, and Robert brought the third.

Harry looked at them, speechless with awe, but Ron simply put out his hands. “May I take one
of them, Mrs. Granger? The sling shouldn’t interfere. I’ve had a lot of experience babysitting
my cousins, and my Mum’s a good teacher.” He lifted one of the babies into his arms with a
practiced air. “Which one is this, Hermione? He’s beautiful. An arrogant pure-blood already.”

“They’re all proudly half-blood, Ron, like Harry. You know we didn’t do the I.V.F. That’s Titus.
He’s the Snapiest of them, I think — look at the nose. Mum’s got Claudius, who looks a little
more Grangerish, and Dad’s got Aurelius, who’s a mix.” The babies were extensively admired
and their noses compared. Ron showed Harry how to hold a baby, and after some hesitation,
he bravely took Aurelius. Severus waved them towards chairs around the fireplace and he
gave Hermione his arm and led her to the sofa. He laid an afghan over her lap, lit the fire, and
sat down next to her, pulling her across his lap. Charlotte handed Claudius to her and then sat
down at her feet, gazing fondly as her daughter cuddled her grandchild from the comfort of
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her husband’s arms. Harry, Ron, and Robert settled into the armchairs, the young men casting
approving glances at their former professor.

Harry smiled down at Aurelius. “He’s very tiny. Aurelius Snape.” He looked up at Hermione
and smirked. “The names are much nicer when they’re each on a different person. I like them
that way.” He explained to the others what he’d seen on the Marauder’s Map.

“We’ll have to see about middle names as well,” Hermione said worriedly. Mum and Dad
wanted to do a naming ceremony, but it’s going to be complicated now that all our Muggle
friends think they’re dead.” She looked at her parents. “It’ll be a bit hard to explain, I expect;
since they won’t know about the war. Do Uncle Richard and Aunt Sarah know that you’re
alive?”

“Yes, but they’re the only ones. Agamemnon told them after the funeral — he just said that
we’d all gone into hiding because of something very dangerous you’d been involved in at
school.” Charlotte sighed. “I’m sure they think you’ve run afoul of drug dealers. We’ll be some
time sorting it all out. A pity we can’t tell them about your battle. It sounded very exciting.
Perhaps you can show it to us in your Pensieve sometime.”

Harry nodded. “I’d like to see what happened while I was knocked out — and things got rather
peculiar there at the end. Hermione, what was that weird spell you used just at the last? It
seemed to really frighten Malfoy and Rookwood, but Voldemort clearly hadn’t heard of it.
Whatever it was, it really worked. I wouldn’t have been able to disarm him without it.”

“It was a spell I’d...”

“I think it’s better not to talk about that spell, Harry,” Ron interrupted, looking very serious.
“Hermione could get in a lot of trouble. I couldn’t believe it when I heard her say the
incantation. It’s a really Dark spell — I think there’s a mandatory sentence in Azkaban just for
owning a book that has it. But since we’re the only ones alive who saw it up close, she may
get away with it.”

“I’m afraid she won’t, Weasley,” Severus said seriously, handing him the newspaper. “Have
you seen this morning’s Prophet? The braid tying Hermione’s wrist to Voldemort’s is visible in
several of Creevey’s photos of the final moments. And Dolohov and Malfoy apparently
mentioned it to the other Death Eaters when they first arrived. They were quite as shocked as
Ron was. All the captured Death Eaters were talking about it.”

“But what was it?” Harry asked. “I mean, I might as well know. Obviously I won’t say anything
if it’s dangerous.”

“It was Empatho Gravidas,” Hermione said evenly. “It’s just a simple little household spell,
dating back at least six centuries, that allows a husband to share the feelings of his wife’s
pregnancy, or a midwife to monitor a woman’s labor. It’s quite useful. Unfortunately, an idiot
Minister for Magic about a hundred years ago cheated on his pregnant wife, and she used it as
punishment, so they all decided it was a Dark and scary spell. I’ve cast it on Severus a lot and
on Madam Pomfrey, and I taught it to Elizabeth Yves.”

“You taught Albus’s niece the spell, Hermione?” Severus frowned. “That wasn’t wise. He’ll be
very angry.”

“With her mother’s permission, Severus,” Hermione said testily. “It’s completely legal in
France. Everyone uses it. Madam Dumbledore said she said she’d used it herself. She thought
the Wizengamot was crazy.”

Robert Granger smiled. “Even in the Muggle world, there are a lot of strange things that are
legal in France, sweetie. England is different.”

Ron nodded emphatically. “Very different. And they say it was truly terrible for that Minister!
He was miserable! Until his wife released him, he could barely walk; he had no energy and
back pain and swollen ankles, and he had to pee all the time — for days and days.”

Charlotte laughed. “Just as Hermione’s been for the last three months, I expect. I have a lot of
friends who would have loved to have a spell like that. It sounds very useful indeed. There’s
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no reason fathers shouldn’t be made to understand what expectant mothers are feeling, if
they are otherwise unable to empathize.”

Harry looked thoughtful. “I don’t know, Ron. I think if Ginny were pregnant, I’d want to know
what she felt like — share it for a time, you know, even if it was a bit uncomfortable. As long
as it didn’t make me want to put peanut butter on my broccoli. That part was disgusting.”

“It was,” Ron agreed fervently.

Severus snorted. “You missed the afternoon when she put jam on the onion rolls.”

Ron rolled his eyes. “Well, maybe the spell would be okay if it was someone you liked casting
it. And Voldemort deserved anything he got. But still, let’s not bring it up. Hermione could get
into a lot of trouble.”

“For once I agree with you, Mr. Weasley.” Severus said seriously. He looked over his shoulder
at the clock “Now, Hermione must dress. She and I and the babies are invited to meet with
the Slytherins in our common room, so Draco can formally step down as Head of House, and
Hermione can be introduced as my wife. Charlotte and Robert, do please make yourselves at
home here for as long as you like. You may want to look over the Muggle Studies texts;
they’re on the bottom shelf of the bookcase in my... our bedroom. Potter, Weasley, you’re
welcome to stay as well. Read the papers, if you like. If you call Rose, she’ll bring you
breakfast, I’m sure.”

~*~

The Slytherin common room was low and elegant, and dark green brocade and sterling silver
candlesticks abounded. Hermione was glad she’d been sorted into Gryffindor, which she found
much more comfortable. Nonetheless, the students lounging around it seemed to be enjoying
themselves. Draco called them together and announced his intention to withdraw as Head so
that Severus could take over the House again. There was a cheer of genuine enthusiasm that,
Hermione thought, would have done the Gryffindors proud. Severus acknowledged their
applause, surprised and touched, and after taking a few moments to restrain his emotions, he
introduced Hermione and his three newborn sons.

“As Hermione will be rather busy with childcare in the coming years, and I will be rather busy
with Hermione, I would like to ask Draco to stay on in the capacity of co-Head of House,” he
said. “I understand that he is Professor McGonagall’s apprentice in Transfiguration, so he may
be able to help you all in that subject, one at which I am far from expert.”

Draco accepted, clearly very pleased, and then conducted the ritual introduction of his House
to Hermione and the triplets. The students of each year then rose in turn. They were
introduced by name and bowed and curtseyed to Hermione and the children formally, and she
curtseyed back to them, which caused no little astonishment. Afterwards, Hermione spoke
briefly, saying that, as a former Gryffindor, she had much admired the actions of the
Slytherins the day before and that they should be proud of their contribution to the defense of
Hogwarts. She hoped that her marriage to the Head of Slytherin would help relegate the
rivalry of their houses to the Quidditch field and the battle for the House Cup.

The formalities concluded, most of the students gathered around Severus to welcome him
back. Several of the older girls, however, crowded around Hermione and the babies. Sarah
Levinson was among the most interested.

“So it was labor, Madam Snape?” she said, taking Claudius competently from Severus’s arms
so he could shake hands fervently with Mr. Mulciber.

Hermione colored at the new name and the memory of her denial the day before. “Please call
me Hermione, Sarah. Yes, indeed — you were quite right. I should have listened to you and
gone to Madam Pomfrey.”

“Not from what I’ve heard,” the girl said with a wink. “I hear you were quite useful on the
battlefield, in labor or not. Here, Peony, take the other baby so Madam Snape isn’t quite so
burdened. Just support his head with your elbow — he can’t hold it up yet.”
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The younger girl, who looked very like Pansy Parkinson, took the child from her and gestured
to a chair. “Draco said you only gave birth last night. He’s so tiny! And he has Professor
Snape’s eyes, too. That’s almost scary. Which one am I holding?”

“That’s Titus. Thank you.” Hermione subsided gratefully into the chair, and the two girls knelt
at her feet. Another girl came up and Peony showed her how to hold Titus, taking Aurelius
from Hermione.

“Just relax, ma’am. You know, if you ever need a baby sitter, there are a lot of us that like
little kids, but we don’t get a lot of chance to see them. A lot of us are only children, especially
the boys. It’s sort of a pure-blood tradition.”

“Surely not all Slytherins come from pure-blood families!” she said, turning to Sarah.

“No, most of us are half-bloods, actually, but we tend to follow pure-blood traditions, as most
of us have pure-blood fathers. The house is a bit split, though, as you might expect. Still, with
the Dark Lord gone and now that we know Professor Snape was on the good side, maybe the
pressure will be off people like Draco. It’s been hard on him, you know; Peony’s older sister
broke up with him. She said she wouldn’t marry a Death Eater. I’ve been wondering whether
he didn’t get arrested ‘accidentally on purpose’ so he wouldn’t be Marked.”

“Yeah,” said Peony, “but it didn’t help. They haven’t even been able to exchange owls since
then. My parents got an anonymous warning six weeks ago that the Dark Lord was after
Pansy. Dad said he thought it might have been from Professor Snape. It said he wanted to use
her to get to Potter, of all the ridiculous ideas. As if Potter cared! But Pansy and my Mum and
I went into hiding, and Dad joined the Order of the Phoenix. He’d hadn’t done it before, since
the head of our family had given Voldemort a lot of money early on, and Dad didn’t think he’d
approve. But you know how pure-blood men are about their women. He told my great-uncle
he’d joined, and my great-uncle said he was proud of him and ashamed he’d ever been fooled
by the Dark Lord. He’s an Auror. They both fought in the battle yesterday, but Draco says
they’re okay.”

“You must be very proud, Miss Parkinson,” Hermione said. “Tell me, Sarah,” she said, lowering
her voice. “Have many Slytherins lost family members in the battle? Mr. Mulciber was
concerned yesterday, I remember.”

“No, his father’s all right. Draco checked for us — he lost his father, you know, and his mother
will be very badly scarred. He told Lancelot that his dad was Stunned very early on, with a lot
of other Death Eaters just inside the gates. They woke up in this huge dungeon with no wands
but plenty of food and drink, just as you told us. And there were lots of packs of cards, so they
spent most of the battle playing poker. Most of their mates showed up eventually, so they all
had a really good time. They were mostly pleased to be safely out of it, from what Draco said,
and apparently no one got really upset until the Dark Lord called them. Then a lot more
Stunned Death Eaters arrived, and after a while their Dark Marks just... vanished. That’s
apparently when things got a bit nutty. Ruth Yaxley’s grandfather was killed though, he said.
He was a horrible man, but still... It’s hard to deal with. And Rufus Bones’ cousin, Susan,
died.”

“Yes, I’d heard. Susan was a friend of mine as well. Any death is hard. I’m sorry for all of
them except for Voldemort’s. We did try to prevent them.”

“There’s supposed to be a memorial service this afternoon at three, for Susan and another
Hufflepuff, Ernie Macmillan, since they were in your class and a lot of people knew them.
Professor Sprout read an announcement at breakfast.”

Several other girls and a few young men were now seated around Hermione, asking questions
about the battle and the babies.

“Draco said you must have actually given birth on the battlefield. Did you?” “Did you kill
anyone, Madam Snape?” “Wasn’t it awfully risky going out there?” “What if someone had
hexed the babies? Weren’t you worried?” “Are you going to want baby-sitters Madam Snape?
We’d love to help with them.” “They’re darlings.” “This one looks just like Snape... um,
Professor Snape, I mean!”
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She answered the questions as best she could, but a wave of weariness passed over her. She
felt a hand cover her own and looked up to see Draco kneeling beside her chair.

“Hermione, I’ll fetch Snape in a minute — you look all in, and no wonder. But I wanted to
thank you for your suggestion yesterday. I wouldn’t have thought that the Slytherins would
have come down quite so firmly in Dumbledore’s camp, but telling them my allegiance and
Snape’s started a very thoughtful discussion, and they all decided quite freely that they
wanted to help. I was really proud of them. And then Dumbledore came down and told them
all in strictest confidence that he’d been a Slytherin — I’ll trust you won’t pass that on, now
you’re one of us. Both Dumbledore and Snape have praised me for doing what you suggested.
But I’ve told them the credit belongs to you.”

“Don’t be silly, Draco. I didn’t do any of the work — I couldn’t have. You handled it perfectly,
from what I could see. Did you hear that Madam Pomfrey said Professors Dumbledore and
McGonagall wouldn’t have survived without that extra Blood Replenishing Potion? And it was
perfectly made — I checked it myself.”

“I’m pleased that they were able to help. By the way, I should congratulate you upon the
battle. I gather your spells were essential to Harry’s victory. And your sticky-note Portkeys
were responsible for the limited deaths on either side. And the fact that my mother was cured
before she bled to death.”

“That was mostly Ron’s idea, and I’m glad it helped, Draco. But I was sorry to hear about your
father. I won’t pretend I thought he was a good man, but it must be hard to lose a father no
matter what he’s like to everyone else.”

“Yes,” Draco nodded hesitantly. “He did horrible, horrible things, but he was my father. And
my mother’s very unhappy. Snape said he wants to talk to me later about how he died. He...
he didn’t kill Dad himself did he? I can sort of understand how he might have, but...”

“No, Draco, he didn’t. He’ll tell you about it. It’s not good to allow you to wonder. Perhaps you
can walk back to our rooms now with us, and he can talk to you now?”

Severus came up then and helped Hermione to her feet. He had a handful of notes and gifts
for imprisoned Death Eaters that he’d promised several of the students to deliver, so he asked
Draco to take one of the triplets. The blonde man was as much at sea as Harry had been and
Severus had to show him how to do it.

“I don’t have any experience at this at all, as you know, Professor. I’m an only child, too.
Come to speak of it, where did you learn how to hold a baby so confidently?” Draco said, as
Severus took Claudius expertly from Sarah.

“Thank you, Miss Levinson,” he said, steering his wife and Draco out into the corridor. He
looked at his godson a little sharply. “It’s been a long time, Draco, but one never forgets. I
used to hold you quite a lot, when you were little. Your mother was very ill for several months
after your birth, you know, and your father was... not particularly enthusiastic about babies at
first. I’d known Narcissa from school, and I was intrigued by the idea of being a godfather. It
pleased me to visit frequently, and she often asked me to walk with you when you cried, as
she could not.”

“Really? Dad didn’t help her?”

“Not immediately. Lucius, well...” Severus got a far away look on his face, and Hermione knew
he was remembering a time when they had been friends. “Lucius was shaken one evening,
when he attempted to show you off to me and several other friends. You cried, of course, as
babies always do just when you want them not to, and he couldn’t calm you. Then I took you,
and you began cooing and gurgling. Narcissa explained to him later that it was because you
knew me from my visits. He became a much more attentive father afterwards, spending more
time with both of you. I saw less of your parents after that, as I had accepted the teaching
position here, but your mother and I have always corresponded, you know.”

They’d reached the door to Severus’s rooms, and he flicked a finger to open it. Hermione’s
parents had clearly gone back to their room, and her friends had also left. Draco followed
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Hermione into the bedroom where they laid the babies in their bassinets. Rose had been
reading in an armchair and moved over to sit closer to the children.

Draco looked at Severus hesitantly. “Did Dad think that you and Mum...”

“No, no; we were just friends. Your father simply realized you knew me better than you knew
him and that he didn’t want that. He loved you very much, Draco,” he said, opening the door
to his study and ushering his former student inside. “Whatever else one can say about Lucius,
there was no question that loved both you and your mother. He simply did not realize it
immediately.” He turned to Hermione. “Why don’t you lie down for a while, love? Draco and I
may be some time.” He kissed her affectionately, then moved into the study with after Draco
and shut the door.

With Severus and Draco in the study, Hermione found that she was not so much sleepy as
tired of coping with other people. Nonetheless, she Flooed Madam Pomfrey, who cooed over
the babies and showed her how to nurse them. Then she moved the rocking chair in Severus’s
bedroom to the window and drew the heavy drapes. Hermione had not noticed before that
there was a window, as the draperies were so thick, but it was a nice one: lower on the tower
than the window in the sitting room and looking out over the treetops towards the Quidditch
pitch. She settled into the comfortable rocker with an afghan across her lap and had her
lesson. Once she had got the hang of nursing, the mediwitch left her to it. There were still
several injured Aurors and Order members convalescing in the hospital wing, and she wanted
to make certain that the Headmaster and his Deputy were truly well enough to take lunch in
the Great Hall.

Hermione found nursing very relaxing, though Madam Pomfrey had assured her that this was
the calm before the storm. She idly watched the activity at the Quidditch pitch, where some of
the younger students were practicing passing the Quaffle. When she’d finished, she thought of
getting a book, but instead simply held the babies once again in turn, admiring their perfection
and crooning Severus’s lullaby to them. She smiled, remembering the song the previous day.
She did not feel remotely depressed.

~o0o~
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Chapter 32 – The Order of Merlin
~o0o~

Summary: Prospective recipients of the Order of Merlin are invited to a party by the Headmaster.

~*~

It was a little before one when Severus and Draco emerged from the study. Severus looked
rather worried, and Draco was pale and shocked.

“I don’t think Draco will be up to lunch in the Great Hall today,” Severus said softly to
Hermione. “Would you mind if he ate here with us? I’ll Floo Charlotte and Robert and ask them
to join us.”

“Of course. Draco? Would you like to hold one of the babies while we arrange lunch? They’re
very soothing — they don’t demand intelligent conversation.”

“Not yet, anyway,” he said, with wry smile and a glance at Severus. “That might be... nice.”

Hermione settled him on the sofa with Claudius, and then went to arrange lunch with Rose.
When her parents arrived, she made the introductions, noting her parents’ raised eyebrows
when she introduced Draco as Severus’s godson. Draco Malfoy’s nasty comments about
Muggle-borns had figured rather prominently in Hermione’s stories about Hogwarts.

Draco himself seemed barely to notice the two newcomers. He went through the motions as if
he were under the Imperius Curse, bowing to Robert and gallantly kissing Charlotte’s hand.
The table by the window was attractively set and inviting, with sunlight glistening on the
polished silver and pale blue china, but Draco sat, abstracted and silent, spooning the
comforting minestrone into his mouth as Severus told the Grangers about their visit to
Slytherin.

“All in all, I was quite touched,” he said, the silky voice wavering a little at the memory. “I
have always been respected and feared by my Slytherins. It was rather... moving to be a
source of pride to them. I fear that Draco must have exaggerated to them my role in the fall
of Voldemort.”

“Surely not, Severus.” It was Robert who supplied the required reassurance when Draco didn’t
respond.

Severus looked at his godson rather worriedly, and Hermione decided it was time to take the
situation in hand. “Draco is apprenticed to Minerva McGonagall in Transfiguration,” she said
brightly to her parents, then turned to him directly. “Are you going to try to become an
Animagus, Draco?”

He looked up, shook himself, and his well-schooled manners reasserted themselves. “Yes, I’ve
been working on that all summer,” he said, his enthusiasm increasing as he spoke. “I’m
almost ready to register, actually. I held my form for three hours earlier this week. If I can do
six next week, Minerva says I can notify the Ministry. She says I’ll be only the eighth
registered Animagus this century, though there are apparently some unregistered ones
about.” They could hear the pride in his voice.

Hermione relaxed a little. It had been the right tack to take.

“What animal do you transform into, Mr. Malfoy?” Charlotte asked politely, having heard about
the process from her daughter. “Or must you keep that secret until you register?”

“Well, it’s meant to be secret, but since I’ll be registered so soon... I transform into a great
white egret. It’s brilliant, really. I can fly and wade in lakes. I’ve always liked fish.” He glanced
at Hermione and smiled shyly. “And I was so relieved that it wasn’t a ferret.” He looked at the
Grangers, clearly embarrassed by the fact that he’d paid no attention to the identity of his
fellow guests. He attempted to extract a clue. “And what do you do, sir, madam?”

“Well, we’re Healers, by training,” Robert said, well aware of the pure-blood ignorance of
dentistry. “But we’ve decided to accept Professor Dumbledore’s offer to share the Muggle
Studies professorship. He wants to make it a required course for pure-bloods and those who
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grew up in non-Muggle households for the first two years. Did you take Muggle Studies as a
student?”

Draco snorted. “Hardly. My... my father would have disowned me.” He frowned, but then
nerved himself to continue. “Muggle Studies is just an easy course for Mu... Muggle-borns who
can’t master real magic. There’ll be a revolt if Dumbledore tries to force pure-bloods to take it
— particularly if Muggle-borns are excused. I mean, really, most wizards don’t think Muggles
are worth the bother, do they? And, of course they’re quite right — we do much better on our
own.” He smiled at them conspiratorially.

Severus gave his godson a warning look, but Charlotte simply nodded. “Well, I can’t agree,
but I’m not terribly surprised by such views, after reading some of the textbooks in use. Full of
inaccuracies and no mention of any Muggle achievements after 1750! We’ve got our work cut
out for us if we’re to teach it as a serious subject. But I agree with you that it would be unfair
to subject one group of students to a required course, simply because of the households
they’ve grown up in.”

She paused to take a serving of trifle. “Thank you, Rose. That looks delicious.” She turned to
Draco again. “We’re planning to suggest an equivalent course in Wizarding Culture for those
who’ve grown up in Muggle households — geography, etiquette, music, superstitions,
prejudices — all the things Hermione didn’t know about when she came here. And some joint
classes, perhaps, to explore the differences between the two groups. We were in the Order’s
refuge for much of last year, and there are all sorts of areas that benefit from combining
Magical and Muggle techniques.”

“Really?” Draco asked, raising an eyebrow skeptically. “You truly think that Muggles have
something useful to contribute to the world?”

“Well, we like to think so, being Muggles ourselves,” Robert said laughing, and then laughing
even harder when he noted Draco’s shocked expression.

Hermione decided it was time to step in again. “More trifle, Mum? Dad?” she said pointedly.

“I don’t think so, darling,” Charlotte said. “We should probably see the Headmaster soon, if
we’re to catch him before the memorial service. Thank you for lunch. It was nice to meet you,
Mr. Malfoy. We were sorry to hear of your loss. Severus, Hermione, we’ll see you at dinner.”
She gave Hermione a quick kiss, and left with Robert, who was still chuckling.

“I’m so sorry, Hermione,” Draco said, pink spots coloring his pale cheeks. “I wasn’t paying
attention at first, and I didn’t realize that they were your parents. That they were Muggles.”

“Insulting people when they’re present isn’t really much worse than insulting them behind
their backs, you know Draco,” Severus said severely.

“I know, but it’s so embarrassing! And how could I have known? They were both so... normal.
And they were wearing proper robes and the house-elf served them. I’d never talked to
Muggles before; they’re not at all like I thought they’d be. Your Mum is really nice, Hermione.
She’d probably get on quite well with mine, if Mum didn’t know she was a Muggle. But they’ll
be teaching here! And now they’ll think I’m such a bigot! And how can I possibly apologize?”

“Maybe ‘I’m sorry, but I’ve always assumed people like you were sub-human’?” Hermione
suggested, smiling. “There’s no way to apologize for prejudice. But don’t worry, Draco. They
know it’s just the culture you came from — it will only reinforce their decision to teach Muggle
Studies. And you saw Dad’s reaction; you’re simply so wrong that it’s more funny than
insulting. Like when you used to call me Mudblood.”

He was clearly startled to hear the word in her mouth. “That didn’t hurt your feelings?”

“Of course not. I didn’t even know what the word meant until Ron explained it. It made me
angry for a while, that anyone would suggest I was less magical than other witches. But I
soon realized that when you called me that, you were telling people far more about your own
limitations than mine. Of course, it helped that I always did better in classes than you did.”

“Except in Transfiguration,” he smirked. “Professor McGonagall said no one else had completed
the Animagus transfiguration for an honors N.E.W.T.”
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“Only because Hermione had to stop working on it during her pregnancy, Draco,” Severus said
smugly. “She should be ready to register in three months’ time. Dumbledore promised the
N.E.W.T.s examiners.”

“Really? Minerva never mentioned... So, what’s your form, since I’ve told you mine?”

“Just my house mascot, I’m afraid,” Hermione said modestly. Nothing very original or useful.
Not anything exotic like an egret.”

Draco looked stunned. “A lioness? You’re a lioness? ‘The Lioness heavy with cubs’?” His eyes
narrowed as they looked at him in surprise. “Just what part did you play in the battle
yesterday, Granger?”

Severus rose hastily. “I’m afraid I must excuse myself Draco. I’ll see if Albus needs help with
the memorial ceremony. Don’t chat for so long that you miss it, Hermione.” He gave her a
sharp look and then hurried out.

Hermione turned furiously to Draco. “Don’t ever mention that prophecy to Severus, Draco!
Voldemort made him take an Unbreakable Vow not to discuss it. I thought he’d made your
father take the same vow. How do you know about it?”

“Dad told me the night you escaped from the Manor. When he was explaining why... why the
Dark Lord didn’t want to... do the awful things they’d planned to do to you any more. He must
have made them take the Vow afterwards. So, you really were the Lioness, like the Dark Lord
thought? Did you cripple him in the end?”

“Yes, I was, and yes, I crippled him. Can we not talk about this, Draco?”

“So there was some sort of connection between you? Through Potter?”

Hermione sighed. “No, it was just a spell. Severus and Ron said I shouldn’t mention it. It’s not
important. It was Harry that killed him. I just sort of weakened him first.” She suddenly felt
completely weary. “I’m sorry, Draco, but I think I need to lie down for a half hour before the
memorial service. I’m still not completely back to normal.” She smiled. “I’ll see you there.”

Draco looked chastened. “Of course, Hermione. I’m sorry. It was inconsiderate of me. But I
won’t be there. My father was responsible for far too many of the dead — it would be in poor
taste. We’ll talk some other time. Thanks for lunch and... everything.”

~*~

The memorial service was lovely, out on the lawn in the beautiful fall weather. Severus sat
with the faculty as did the Grangers, and Hermione sat in the audience with her friends. They
had a chance to speak with the parents of both Susan and Ernie afterwards. The Bones and
the MacMillans had been informed by the Ministry that Susan and Ernie would be inducted
posthumously into the Order of Merlin, Second Class, at Monday’s ceremony, and they seemed
to find this comforting. Harry and Ron had got letters saying that they would be receiving First
Class awards.

“Haven’t you got yours yet?” Harry asked. “I’m sure it will be there when you get back. Don’t
mention that we told you about ours, okay? The awards are supposed to be completely
confidential before the ceremony. But since you two will be on the platform as well, it’s not
really important.”

Hermione felt a dire foreboding. Surely Severus would have mentioned it to her if he’d had a
letter. But perhaps not, if he suspected that she didn’t. Was the Empatho Gravidas spell so
awful that it would outweigh everything else she’d done?

Professor McGonagall was at the service, leaning heavily on a stick, as she had after the
attack during Hermione’s fifth year. Mr. Rookwood was with her, carrying her things and being
very solicitous. He was a distant relative of Susan Bones, apparently. They both congratulated
Hermione on the triplets, and made plans to visit them, and Hermione congratulated Professor
McGonagall on her recovery. Mr. Rookwood wasn’t staying for dinner, so he kissed both ladies’
hands, lingering a little over the professor’s, Hermione noticed, and gave distant waves to
Severus and Tonks before he headed for the gates. Hermione and Professor McGonagall
walked slowly together toward the Great Hall, talking about the battle.
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Dinner was a crowded affair. The tables had been magically extended to accommodate the
many guests. Hermione avoided the Head Table, which was packed with Ministry guests, and
sat with her friends at the Gryffindor table. The students all stood and applauded loudly when
Ron and Harry came in, and did the same a moment later when Severus entered and took his
accustomed place at the Head Table. His face was startled at first, and then went blank, as it
always did when he felt strong emotions, but after a moment he grinned broadly and
acknowledged their applause with a bow. The students applauded even louder when Harry
turned back to the Head Table and shook his hand. Hermione was puzzled to notice that the
Minister of Magic, Rufus Scrimgeour, glared at Harry as he did so. Why should the Ministry
object to his shaking Severus’s hand? Surely they were no longer pretending that Harry was
crazy! Cornelius Fudge and that horrible old toad Dolores Umbridge were glaring as well. Rita
Skeeter was present, too, wandering around the room getting quotations; Hermione waved at
her, and the reporter mouthed the word “Interview,” pointing at her and then Severus.

Ron leaned across Hermione as she made room for Harry on her other side. “It’s good that
you did that, mate. People shouldn’t think he was a Death Eater up until the last minute.”

Harry dismissed his concern. “No one could think that. Not with what Rita Skeeter quoted
Tonks saying in the paper this morning and that picture of him saving me.”

Hermione looked at Ron in alarm. “I hope not,” she said, realizing that it was a real possibility.
But surely not. She shouldn’t let her husband’s cynicism rub off on her.

“Hey, did you hear Ron’s news?” Harry said, excitedly. “Scrimgeour just offered him an
internship. He can’t train as an Auror now — Madam Pomfrey said his wand arm will always be
too stiff. But Scrimgeour watched Tonks’ memory of the battle in a Pensieve — he had to see
so he could select who got what class of Order — and he was really impressed by the way Ron
organized the defense.”

“Yeah,” Ron said proudly. “He said Ministry officials really need to keep their heads in a crisis
and judge people’s strengths and weaknesses, and I showed great promise. If I do well, I’ll
probably get Percy’s position in another six months.”

“But wasn’t Percy working...” Harry stepped on her toe, hard. “But that’s really wonderful,
Ron!” she said quickly, covering her error. “I told you that you were great at keeping everyone
organized. I was really impressed. You’ll be Minister of Magic yourself someday, I’m sure.” Ron
smiled happily, and gave her a brief, one-armed hug.

When Ron turned to talk to Lavender, Harry said very softly into her ear. “He was really,
really, upset about not being able to do the Auror program, especially since he’d got all the
necessary N.E.W.T.s and been admitted and everything. And this is a really good opportunity.
He’ll do well. And Umbridge is such an incompetent — she can’t last forever.”

Hermione felt skeptical, but didn’t argue. More things to worry about.

At the close of the meal, the Headmaster rose and asked for a moment of silence in memory
of all the Hogwarts alumni who had given their lives in the battle against Voldemort over the
decades. He read a terribly long list, including Harry’s parents, Cedric, Sirius, and Susan and
Ernie. Afterwards he explained that, although the national ceremony would be the next day,
he wanted to recognize various current members of the Hogwarts community for their roles in
the battle. He mentioned in turn Madam Pomfrey, her chosen assistants, and the Head Boy
and Girl and the Prefects who had helped clear the grounds of students so efficiently. Each
group was cheered by the room. Last to be honored were the ten seventh-year Slytherins.
There was a moment of silent surprise when Dumbledore described their contribution and his
own indebtedness to the potion makers, and then the other three House tables rose and
erupted in applause. Hermione suspected that their guilt over their surprise added to the
volume, but it was a useful gesture nonetheless. No one could say all the Slytherins were
Death Eaters now, not when the entire seventh year had offered themselves to serve
Dumbledore. Severus beamed proudly at them all, his eyes glittering.

At the end of his remarks, the Headmaster invited everyone who had been notified that they
would be receiving the Order of Merlin on the following day to meet in his office immediately
after the meal for congratulatory drinks and some instructions about the ceremony from the
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Minister. Ron and Harry looked at Hermione questioningly, and her heart sank. She had
received no notification, but she didn’t want to spoil their evening.

“I’ll see my parents back to their room, and then I should really go see to the triplets and
make an early night of it. I expect Severus will tell me about it,” she said brightly, hoping
against hope that he had received a notification.

They nodded understandingly and hurried off, and she went to her parents. To her
consternation, Severus was standing with them rather than heading for Dumbledore’s office.
She looked up at him questioningly and he shook his head slightly. A tide of real anger began
rising in her chest. This would be…

“Severus, Hermione? You’re invited!” Albus’s voice rang out, and Hermione breathed a sigh of
relief, for Severus’s sake and a little for her own. It would be really insulting, after all she had
done, not to have her contribution acknowledged; but if Severus’s years of pain and danger
had been overlooked, it would have been horrible. She smiled at her parents, who also looked
rather relieved, and followed the Headmaster into the corridor.

~*~

The Headmaster’s office was quite full, with house elves circulating among the wizards
gathered there with trays of biscuits and mints and after-dinner drinks and cups of coffee.
Harry, Ron, and Ginny were showing an admiring group of Weasleys her stained glass window.

“Ah, here is our host!” The Minister for Magic stepped forward, followed by a formidable
looking witch with dark red hair and steel gray eyes. “Dumbledore, you remember my wife,
Marjorie...”

“Madam Scrimgeour,” Dumbledore said, murmuring over her hand. “What a pleasure! It has
been far too long. I don’t know whether you’ve met our Potions Master, Severus Snape? And
his wife, Hermione Granger Snape?”

Madam Scrimgeour curtseyed to Dumbledore and Severus, and smiled pleasantly at
Hermione. She began to speak in a soft, penetrating voice, but was interrupted by her
husband.

“Headmaster, I thought we had agreed to invite only those would who will be inducted into the
Order. It will be very awkward to have non-honorees present.”

Scrimgeour looked pointedly at Hermione and Severus and her heart turned over. “I think
perhaps I’d better return to the children now, sir,” she said regretfully to Dumbledore. Severus
nodded his agreement, looking as if he could not trust himself to speak.

Dumbledore laid a hand on her arm. “Please don’t, Hermione, Severus. Rufus, are you
questioning my right to invite guests to my own office?”

The Minister looked embarrassed. “No, of course not. Well, on your head be it, then.”

Dumbledore shooed them into the room, and they took drinks from a passing house-elf.
Severus would not meet Hermione’s eyes, but before she could suggest again that they leave,
they were surrounded by friends.

Minerva accosted Severus to congratulate him on the achievements of his Slytherins, and
while he was giving the credit to Draco, Elizabeth rushed up, with her husband in tow, and
hugged Hermione.

“Oh, Hermione, I’m so glad the birth went well. Congratulations! May I visit you sometime and
see them? Oh, congratulations, Professor Snape, on both your marriage and your triplets! I
adore your wife! She’s perfect for you — so brilliant! And I must thank you for taking such
good care of my Jean, when he was kidnapped by those horrible people!”

Severus smiled at her and shook the young Frenchman’s hand. “Jean. I’m pleased that you
came through your ordeal so well. I’m glad to meet you again under more pleasant
circumstances.”
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“Thank you, Professor. Our Minister de Magie Flooed yesterday evening, to assure himself of
my safety, and I told him of your assistance to me. He was very impressed by your courage
and the risks you took to aid a French national. I can tell you now in confidence that you will
be inducted into the Legion Française de Magie at the end of the year, if you will accept the
honor.” Jean beamed at him.

Severus thanked him very politely, and then muttered something under his breath to
Hermione about a prophet without honor in his own country. She squeezed his hand. Perhaps
the French honor would shame the British Ministry into doing something eventually.

Lavender peeked over Elizabeth’s shoulder. “Hermione! Professor Snape! How good to see
you. Isn’t this exciting? Order of Merlin, Second Class! My parents will be so thrilled. Ron said
it was because I’d faced You-Know-Who as a spy. I suppose you two will be in the First Class
like Ron and Harry!”

“No, Miss Brown, we won’t,” Severus said coolly, though his hold on Hermione’s arm
tightened. This was going to be horrible, she thought angrily. Why was Dumbledore putting
them through this?

“Oh, sorry,” she said, clearly shocked. “Well... that’s just... silly. Stupid politicians! You both
did far more than... well, you deserve the First Class. But at least we can stand together.” She
paused. “And when will I get to see your sons? Ron says they’re adorable. Do you think you
could bring them in to Gryffindor one day, Hermione? I’m staying in the guest room there.”
She looked at a little nervously at the Potions Master.

“Or you may visit Hermione in our rooms, of course, Miss Brown,” Severus answered
smoothly. “Perhaps you can come down and join us for tea on Tuesday, when all the
excitement has died down.”

“Do come, Lavender,” Hermione said. “You can bring Ginny and some of the others, too. We’ll
talk later. Elizabeth, perhaps you would join us as well, and Jean.”

Rita Skeeter interposed herself. “Hermione! How good to see you!”

“Rita! Thank you so much for that very flattering profile after the Cannons-Falcons match.”
Hermione lowered her voice, even though Severus was now involved in a conversation with
Remus. “And even more, for your article this morning. I’m so grateful for what you said about
Severus — Ron worried that lots of people will still think of him as a Death Eater.”

“Nonsense, dear,” the reporter said softly. “Nobody could think that.” She raised her voice
again to its usual pitch. “And your Byronic Professor Snape, too! You two must give me an
interview tomorrow! Before the ceremony? Wartime love amongst the Order of the Phoenix! A
secret bonding between the debonair spy and the brilliant spell creator! And I hear rumors of
twins! You must let me have your story! Such drama! And we can have photographs taken
afterwards with your Orders of Merlin.”

“It’s triplets, actually, Rita.” Hermione looked dubiously at her husband. “But as for the
ceremony...”

“Perfect, just perfect. We’re set then. Shhh! Rufus is finally getting down to it.”

Scrimgeour was indeed clapping his hands. “Now, we’d like to take just a moment and arrange
where everyone will stand tomorrow. Could those of you who will be inducted into the third
class please gather by the fireplace? Dolores, could you help me arrange them? And Rita, are
there any particular groupings you’d like for photographs?”

The reporter moved toward him and he handed her a parchment full of names and citations.
She skimmed over it a moment with a deepening frown, and then looked back at Hermione, in
shock, her eyes narrowing.

“Rita, over here, please...” Scrimgeour waved her towards the fireplace. She threw a glance at
Dumbledore, and then moved to assist with the arrangements.

The large group included most of the Weasleys, the Patil twins and Dean Thomas, Elizabeth
Yves, most of the Order, an equal number of witches and wizards wearing the sapphire robes
of Aurors, as well as about twenty people Hermione had never seen — Ministry staff, Severus
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whispered to her. Rita and her photographer arranged people by height, and Dolores
Umbridge forcibly separated the clusters of Aurors, Order members, and Weasleys, carefully
distributing the Ministry officials more evenly throughout the group.

“Excellent,” Scrimgeour said, moving a few more people and standing back with a satisfied
look on his face. “That will be fine. Now, just remember who you’re standing next to, please,
and stand next to the same two people tomorrow. Now, the Second Class? Mrs. Macmillan and
Mrs. Bones as well.”

The first group dissolved and mixed themselves into the crowd, and they were replaced by a
smaller group: the two mothers, Minerva McGonagall, Remus, Lavender, Luna, Bill, Ginny,
Neville, Kingsley Shacklebolt, Tonks, and Mad-Eye Moody, together with four more Aurors and
nine more of the Ministry types. What could these Ministry officials have done, Hermione
wondered, that was on a par with facing Voldemort? Lavender, she noticed, was looking at her
and Severus with a concerned frown. Her old roommate caught her eye and Hermione looked
away quickly. Why, why was Dumbledore doing this to them? Her heart ached for Severus. He
had his arm around her waist, now, but he was staring out the window at the night. He’d
clearly abstracted himself from the entire situation. He was right, she thought. It was going to
get worse.

“Thank you. First Class? Melanie Weasley, too; I understand you’ll be accepting for your son
Percival.”

“It’s Molly, Minister. Yes. Thank you.” Mrs. Weasley moved towards the fireplace, scooping up
Ron and Harry as she went.

“But... but... Mum!” Fred Weasley sounded appalled, whirling on his new artificial foot to look
at his mother. “Percy was a Death Eater, Mum! George and I found his body. He had the Mark,
and he was wearing those robes and a mask.”

Severus stirred and his attention returned to the room. “Percy Weasley was indeed a Death
Eater,” he said to Fred reprovingly in a carrying voice, “however he made the courageous
decision two months ago to take the Order’s side in the battle. He passed me three important
items of information that the Order found extremely useful, and he helped me delay things at
Order Headquarters to give everyone more time here to clear the grounds of children. And he
fought fiercely, incapacitating five Death Eaters before he fell. He was a brilliant man, and a
good one in the end. You can all be very proud of him.”

“Thank you, Severus.” Molly Weasley’s voice was subdued, and her husband stepped over and
put a hand on Severus’s shoulder and whispered something Hermione could not hear.

Scrimgeour ignored the exchange, moving to join the group by the fireplace. “All right, we’re
all here but Albus... Albus?” he said impatiently. “Will you join us, please? I must get back to
London tonight, you know.” He turned to Molly Weasley who was standing between Ron and
Harry, with an arm around each. “Would you please stand over by Cornelius, Melanie? And
Dolores, I’d like you to stand between these two young men who learned so much about
Defense against the Dark Arts from you. Maybe you should put your arms around their
shoulders.”

The witch waddled toward them, grinning, and Ron backed away from her in horror.

“No!” Harry stepped out of the group. “Not Fudge and not Umbridge!” he said coolly. “They
pretended Voldemort wasn’t back for a whole year, and attacked anyone who tried to prepare
us to fight him! I still have scars on my hand from her illegal pen, just for saying Voldemort
wasn’t dead. Which he wasn’t. I won’t stand with them under any circumstances. Ron?
Hermione?”

He looked over the group with a puzzled expression, and then looked around the room.
Severus was looking determinedly out the window, but he caught Hermione’s eye, and she
smiled sadly and shook her head. Harry’s face showed shock and then darkened with anger.
“This is an outrage!” he said, his voice shaking, “I cannot believe you’ve excluded Hermione
and Professor Snape! They did more than anyone. I won’t accept the Order without them.”
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Ron turned to stare at Hermione as well. His mouth fell open and then set in a grim line. There
was silence except for the scratching of Rita Skeeter’s pen.

Scrimgeour smiled indulgently. “Those who work in the background are just as important as
the flashy fighters on the front lines, Harry, and we can’t honor everyone.” He glanced at
Dumbledore in frustration. “That’s why I discouraged Albus from inviting those who would not
be honored.”

“But, Minister!” Harry was clearly trying to keep his voice reasonable. “They were at least as
important to the victory as I was, and a lot more than Percy and Madam Umbridge.
Dumbledore will tell you...”

Scrimgeour twisted his lion-like face into an artificial smile. “I’ve explained this several times
to your Headmaster, Harry, but perhaps it’s as well to be frank, since others may share in
your misconception.” He glanced down at Umbridge, who smiled up at him adoringly, and then
he raised his voice defiantly. “The Order of Merlin is awarded to those whom we want to
encourage young witches and wizards to emulate. Severus Snape was a long-time Death Eater
who changed sides halfway through the battle to save his own skin. He invented the spell that
was responsible for the death of several of our side. And Granger is an unwed mother who
used a dangerous and illegal Dark curse in the battle yesterday. Lucky for her, a spell she
created captured several Death Eaters early in the battle; otherwise, she’d be sent to
Azkaban, as the law requires. I pardoned her only yesterday afternoon.”

“Her spell captured over fifty Death Eaters, not just ‘several, sir.’” Harry’s voice was scathing
as he gestured at Hermione. “That was one sixth of his army. She also invented the Duelist’s
Potion, as well as the Spy’s Potion, the spell that I used against Voldemort, the protective
charm I wore yesterday, and the three potions on the sword that reinforced the spell. She
joined the battle when Ron called her, even though she was in labor, and she saved Professors
Dumbledore and McGonagall’s lives. When Voldemort threatened to use an Avada Kedavra
against anyone who tried to rescue them, she walked out from behind the shields and carried
them back. Oh, and if she hadn’t used that charm you think is so evil, I never would have
been able to kill Voldemort. It left him helpless.”

There were murmurs of agreement from around the room, and about fifteen Aurors crowded
around Hermione to shake her hand. “That Duelist’s Potion is bloody brilliant!” “Saved my life,
that stuff did, over and over!” “It’s an honor to meet you, ma’am!” “Do you have any idea how
many lives your Potion has saved, young lady?” “We are all in your debt, Miss Granger; thank
you.”

Remus Lupin raised his voice over the chatter. “And Minister, I can testify that Hermione is not
an unwed mother. I witnessed her marriage this past New Year’s Day.”

Scrimgeour scoffed. “Some patched-together temporary Muggle marriage, perhaps. It can’t
have been legal, since it was never registered with the Ministry.”

Professor McGonagall cleared her throat loudly. “It was a traditional binding, Rufus. Her
husband was an Order spy and since You-Know-Who had several spies in your Ministry; he
could hardly have married any other way. Agamemnon Rookwood presided, your own man of
business, I believe. I witnessed it as well, and I’ve never seen such purple sparks — thick as a
tree trunk and at least ten feet high.” There was a hum of conversation among the older
people, all sounding impressed. “And Madam Snape gave birth to triplets after the battle, so
the binding is now permanent.”

“Madam Snape?” The question was repeated incredulously by many voices.

“And, as for Professor Snape,” Harry said, coolly, “if not for him, half the student body of
Hogwarts would have been on the grounds when the wards fell and the Death Eaters
appeared. He warned us, risking his life to give us time to get the students safely inside. But
that was only one example of many. Any Auror or Ministry official whose family was saved by
a warning of an impending Death Eater attack owes him a life debt. He was our only spy until
mid-June.”

Several of the Ministry officials looked at Severus wonderingly, and two of the Aurors stepped
over to shake his hand.
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“Minister,” Harry continued, “I don’t know whether you ever actually faced Voldemort...? No?
Well, I’ve done it six times now, and it was terrifying. Professor Snape faced him, lied to him,
regularly for four and a half years, often several times a week, risking his life every single
time. He suffered terrible torture for refusing to produce me or my friends or tell Voldemort
where we were. I know — I’ve helped put him to bed when he returned, shaking from the
Cruciatus. He turned against Voldemort before I was born, and he constantly gave Professor
Dumbledore valuable information that saved hundreds of witches, wizards, and Muggles. He
recruited other spies, like Percy Weasley, and in the battle, he fought for us secretly as long as
he could, then, after he revealed his true allegiance by saving me, he dueled with Rookwood
and Voldemort. If he hadn’t taught the Death Eaters the Sectumsempra hex, and taught us
the counter-curse, there would have been far more Avada Kedavras cast. I would be honored
to stand with him and Hermione and my other comrades to receive the Order of Merlin. But I
refuse to offer cover for your political cronies and people who hampered our fight against
Voldemort.”

Scrimgeour controlled himself with difficulty. “Very well, Potter,” he bit out through clenched
teeth. “Dolores, strike him from the list.” There was a loud scrape as Harry’s name was
crossed out by his former Professor. “But don’t anyone think that Potter is acting out of high
ideals!” Scrimgeour continued. “He’s just sulking because his little paramour isn’t being
honored — his torrid affair with Granger three years ago was all over Witch Weekly. He’s
probably the father of her pups, too.”

The room gasped. Rita shot an apologetic glance at Hermione, and the corners of her mouth
tightened, but she continued her frantic note taking. Dumbledore had moved to stand behind
them and put both hands on Severus’s rigid shoulders. Green sparks were shooting not just
from his wand, but from all over his body. His face was frozen in such an expression of
contempt that Scrimgeour averted his eyes from them quickly.

Hermione turned angrily to the Headmaster and hissed. “Why are you putting us through this,
sir? This is intolerable!”

“I’m so sorry,” Dumbledore whispered, his face a mask of despair. “I had no idea Scrimgeour
would go so far. Your self control is admirable, Severus. He must back down soon... Oh, dear!”

Harry’s wand was pointed at Scrimgeour’s heart. Interestingly, no one moved to defend him.
Dumbledore walked quickly to Harry and put a hand on his shoulder. “Don’t, Harry. He’s no
more worth it than Peter was.”

Harry sneered. “Peter Pettigrew fought Voldemort, in the end. This one doesn’t even have that
to his credit.” But he lowered his wand.

The Headmaster turned to Scrimgeour. “You have made a terrible mistake, Rufus. Several, in
fact. Great and worthy witches and wizards are on your list, but the omission of Severus and
Hermione and the very moderate contributions of some of the honorees force me to decline a
second Order — and also to return the Order I have worn so proudly for so many years.” He
reached into his robes and withdrew a gold medallion on a multicolored ribbon. “I will not help
you to cheapen this ancient and revered honor. I refuse to induct your candidates tomorrow.”
He looked at it regretfully for a moment before handing it to the Minister. “No one knows more
about the long battle against Tom Riddle than I do, Rufus, and I tell you frankly, that if it were
not for Severus and Hermione, we would have nothing to celebrate. Voldemort would have
won.” Harry nodded his agreement emphatically.

The silence that followed was broken only by a loud scratch, as Dolores Umbridge drew a line
through the name at the top of her parchment. She grinned maliciously at Dumbledore.

Scrimgeour colored a little, but clearly was not going to back down yet. “The honorees are to
be chosen by the Ministry, Dumbledore, not by the other honorees. I regret that you and
Harry feel this way, but we cannot have people second-guessing the selection process. I shall
see the rest of you at the ceremony tomorrow. I’m sure we can find someone who is willing to
induct you all into the Order of Merlin. Thank you all for coming.” He turned brusquely toward
the door.
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“Just a moment, sir.” Ron Weasley’s resonant voice penetrated the growing hum of shocked
conversation. “I’d like to withdraw as well. I can hardly accept an Order of Merlin if Harry,
Hermione, and Professors Dumbledore and Snape aren’t receiving it. That would make the
First Class just me, you, Umbridge, Fudge, and Percy, sir. We didn’t defeat Voldemort.”

Umbridge smiled gleefully, and raised her quill to make another long scratch, but Scrimgeour
put his hand on hers and arrested its motion.

“Now, now, Mr. Weasley,” he said. “Don’t let your friend lead you into doing something rash.
You are being unduly modest — you helped organize the battle. Ministry interns cannot always
be questioning the decisions of the Minister of Magic. If you wish to serve in that position, you
will accept this honor.”

“No, sorry, sir. It’s just not right. Not without those who fought with me and for me. You were
an Auror, sir. I’d have thought you’d understand.”

Many of the honorees wearing the sapphire robes nodded in agreement, and Scrimgeour
himself looked abashed for a moment. Umbridge snorted her disgust and looked up at him
expectantly, tapping her quill against her list. Scrimgeour glanced at her and then lowered his
voice. “Weasley, don’t forget that a thousand Galleons are awarded with the First Class medal.
That’s a lot of money, and your parents are not well off. You are perhaps being a little
ungrateful to throw away so recklessly money that could make them comfortable.”

Ron turned deathly pale. “Weasleys do not sell their honor for money or position,” he said
loudly and scornfully. “My parents would be the last to suggest I do so. They raised me better
than that.” It struck Hermione suddenly that Ron was as proud a pure-blood as Severus. “I
could never serve a Minister who thought he could buy my loyalty with Galleons. I decline the
internship you offered me, if that is the price.”

There was a murmur of agreement among the Weasleys, and Arthur put his hand on his son’s
shoulder with tears in his eyes. And suddenly Ron smiled, a smile Hermione recognized as the
one that was usually followed by the word “Checkmate.” He’d planned this, she realized.
“Fortunately, sir,” he continued, “I may have an opportunity to serve the next Minister. After
all, if I’m unemployed, I’ll have plenty of time to run a political campaign. Maybe Professor
Snape would run? Or Harry?”

“Now see here, Weasley!” Scrimgeour began, clearly startled. “You can’t...”

Severus cleared his throat and smiled. “An interesting proposal, Mr. Weasley. I don’t think I’d
want to run myself, but the death of Voldemort does free a rather substantial portion of the
Snape Trust that had been going to support the Order of the Phoenix. If Potter is willing to
run, I think I can guarantee you’d have the financial resources to put together a first class
campaign.”

Scrimgeour looked at Severus, stunned. “The Snape Trust? But there were conditions. I had
understood that there was no chance at all that you would inherit — that you would not be
physically able to fulfill... that is to say, my sources...”

“So that’s why he thought I was the triplets’ father,” Harry said loudly.

“Who can you have been talking to, Minister?” Severus asked bitingly. “We told Voldemort that
I could not father children; could you have been talking with him? It was only a ruse to keep
the funds of the Trust going to the Order. My wife and I have three sons. Agamemnon may
have to do a paternity test and an evaluation of their magical potential for form’s sake, but I
should have full, permanent control of the Trust by the end of this week.”

“And I can verify that, Rufus,” Professor McGonagall said, glaring at the Minister. “I checked
the Hogwarts enrollment book before dinner. All three boys are down to enter Hogwarts in
2011, and Severus and Hermione are listed as their parents.”

“So, you see,” Severus explained in a soft voice that made Neville instinctively take a step
back, “I am well able to fund a political campaign — if I approve the candidate. And I am
unlikely to approve a candidate who publicly questions both my virility and my wife’s virtue.”
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Scrimgeour was quite taken aback. “Professor Snape, sir, I’m sorry if I...” He stopped, well
aware that the damage had been done.

“Would you be interested in running, Potter?” Severus asked, ignoring the Minister.

Harry smiled. “Thanks, sir, but I don’t think I’m quite ready. But if you find a good candidate,
I’ve got my parents’ savings, and I’d be proud to join you as a supporter.”

“Would you be interested in running for Minister, Hermione?” Ron asked, interestedly.

“Oh, I couldn’t, Ron. The babies are far too young now...”

Scrimgeour turned to Ron and made an exasperated noise. “Miss Granger would not get a
single vote for Minister, Weasley. No one would vote for a woman depraved enough to cast
Empatho Gravidas!” He named the spell in a tone of pure horror.

There were gasps around the room, but they were quickly drowned out by the surprised
laughter of most of the women present.

Molly Weasley was the first to recover herself. “You used the Empatho Gravidas spell on You-
Know-Who, Hermione? While you were in labor? Oh well done, my dear! Very well done. I’m
proud of you!”

“Mrs. Weasley!” Scrimgeour was appalled. “No decent woman would use that charm!”

Hestia Jones and two female Aurors snorted loudly. Molly simply shook her head and smiled at
Hermione.

“Rufus, you’re making yourself ridiculous.” Marjorie Scrimgeour said quietly, exchanging
amused glances with Rita Skeeter. “I had no idea that that was the terrifying Dark spell you
were going on about so impressively. No one pays any attention to that ridiculous law! Most of
the witches in Britain have used it. I never cast it for you, it’s true; your mother said you
wouldn’t like it. But it was very useful to my mediwitch in monitoring fetal growth and early
labor.”

“She taught you an illegal spell?” Scrimgeour was sputtering with rage. “I’ll sue that witch for
everything she’s got!”

“Don’t be silly, Rufus. I taught her the spell. Your mother taught it to me. If Madam Snape
forced You-Know-Who to experience labor pains, she’ll have the vote of every mother in the
country — and most of the fathers.” She turned to Hermione. “And she deserves it. Brilliant,
Madam Snape! Congratulations.”

Hermione smiled at her shyly. “Thank you, Madam Scrimgeour,” she said modestly.

There was an uncomfortable silence. The Minister looked around indecisively. Neville
Longbottom caught his eye and approached him. “Minister,” he said hesitantly, “I know you
trained as an Auror with my parents? The Longbottoms? Gran says you all stood together and
swore to defend your comrades. Sir, my parents would be ashamed of me if I accepted the
Order from a man who has so grossly insulted two of my comrades. So I can’t be a part of
this.” He took the list from Umbridge’s hand and crossed off his name.

Suddenly he was surrounded by sapphire robes, as all the Aurors in the room waited eagerly
to cross their own names off the list. The Order followed their lead. Only the Ministry officials,
huddled defensively in a corner, did not join the throng, although from the wary looks they
darted at Scrimgeour, several would have liked to do so. Indeed, four or five of them sidled
over to Severus and shook his hand after whispered conversations.

When no one else wanted the list, Tonks handed it back to Umbridge with a flourish.

“Um, excuse me...” Cornelius Fudge intercepted the parchment before Madam Umbridge could
take it. He crossed off his own name, and then handed the parchment to Scrimgeour. “Good
luck, Rufus. You’ll need it, I’m afraid. I fear I have another engagement.” He settled his lime
green bowler on his head, nodded curtly to Dumbledore, and slipped out the door.

Rufus Scrimgeour looked down at his list. The name of every single person who had fought in
yesterday’s battle had been scratched out. Not even the dead remained. In a national
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ceremony tomorrow, before thousands of witches and wizards, he would be honoring only
himself, Dolores Umbridge, and twenty-six Ministry officials for the fall of Voldemort. He
scanned the Ministry honorees. Alf Witherspoon, Second Class honors, for buying all those
spell shield hats from the Weasley’s joke shop. (The Weasleys themselves had only Third Class
Orders, and they had fought!) And Betty Greensward, Third Class honors, for writing the
pamphlet advising people not to travel alone. Dumbledore was right. This was cheapening the
Order. He’d worried over the military honors, but left the rest to Madam Umbridge. And she
had insisted that Granger and Snape be omitted entirely, citing all the reasons that he’d just
quoted and that had proven so completely unfounded. Clearly a grudge. She’d pay for trying
to use him to settle her personal scores, he thought grimly.

Rufus Scrimgeour was not a stupid man. All of the true heroes of the final battle would be
against him in the next election, no matter what he did now. And rightly so. He was an Auror,
damn it, as Weasley and Longbottom had so eloquently pointed out! He should have known
they’d defend their comrades in arms! And Severus Snape... well, that had been a disaster.
Madam Umbridge had said that young Crabbe was quite certain, and now he’d insulted the
wife and the masculinity of one of the richest men in England. Not a good move for a
politician. Of course, he wasn’t a politician, really. Young Weasley had seen it before he had;
he had good political instincts. And very fine principles. Eloquent, too, in a likable way. Damn
it, he’d vote for the young man himself.

All right, he’d step down. But first he had to get through the ceremony. The wizarding
community needed to honor the heroes of this battle — the real heroes. He could not have the
ceremony without them. Not without Potter, not without Dumbledore, not without Weasley,
and, very clearly, not without the Snapes. And he needed to get Umbridge and all her cronies
off the list. But how? He glanced up to find Dumbledore looking at him expectantly. So he did
what he had always done when in dire straits. He looked to his wife, and she did not fail him.

“Rufus, if I might make a suggestion?” There was a sudden silence at the sound of Marjorie
Scrimgeour’s soft but oddly penetrating voice. “The Order of Merlin, as I remember, was
originally a military award. Given that the defeat of You-Know-Who was a military matter,
perhaps it would be wise to keep it so. Why not create a different honor for those whose role
in the fight took place in the... administrative realm? To be awarded later? Perhaps the Order
of Nimue? She was Merlin’s secretary, after all.”

“And did him in, too, in the end, didn’t she?” Severus murmured audibly. There were several
snorts. Hermione looked at him reproachfully, and he smirked. She knew suddenly that
everything would be all right.

Madam Scrimgeour smiled at them and continued. “And since teamwork is so important in
battle, perhaps the honorees should determine the list. Now, it seems to me that the feeling of
the group would indicate that Professor and Madam Snape should be inducted with First Class
honors...”

“Minister,” interrupted a high, girlish voice. “Surely, a statesman like yourself should not be
influenced by this sort of pressure. There’s no reason to change your well-considered
decisions. It might look weak. After all, you would not want to seem to be ruled by your wife,
you know. The public so dislikes henpecked politicians.”

Scrimgeour frowned down at the toad-like face. “I will not hear a word against my wife,
Madam Umbridge. The list you compiled was badly researched, so my decisions were not well-
considered. And the public also dislikes politicians who are manipulated by their subordinates
in order to settle personal grudges. Pray continue, Marjorie. You’ve made some very good
points.”

“Thank you, Rufus. I would also suggest that beyond adding the Snapes and subtracting those
who did not actually fight, that you keep the members of the Order and the Aurors on the list
at the same levels except — you will excuse me, Molly — it might be prudent to move Percival
Weasley down to the third class level, since I believe he was singled out for administrative
rather than military reasons? How would that work?”

Scrimgeour looked around the room. “Would that be acceptable to everyone?” he asked. There
was an edge to his voice, but most of those assembled chose to ignore it and nodded their
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acceptance. Some of the Ministry officials looked disappointed, and Dolores Umbridge looked
as if she might explode, but under Scrimgeour’s yellow eyes none of them raised objections.
He turned to the Headmaster.

“Albus, will you take back your first Order and agree to induct this group of nominees?”

“Gladly,” the Headmaster said, “but only if all the others agree.”

“Very well. You will participate, Mr. Potter?”

“Under those circumstances, and providing that Hermione accepts your apology for your filthy
and outrageous accusations, yes, I would be happy to receive the Order.”

“I shall endeavor to do so. And I apologize to you as well for my insinuation. I was badly
advised. Mr. Weasley?”

“It would be an honor, if the honorees Madam Scrimgeour has suggested agree. Though I
think Professor Snape deserves an apology as well as Hermione.”

“Of course. Mr. Longbottom?”

“I’m still troubled by the insults you have offered two of the greatest heroes of the battle, but
if you can convince the Snapes to forgive them, I suppose I can, too. Thank you for changing
your mind, sir. My Gran would have been so disappointed.”

Scrimgeour shuddered as it occurred to him what the venerable Mrs. Longbottom was still
likely to say to him. Gritting his teeth, he turned to the Snapes. Madam Snape’s hand rested
protectively on her husband’s arm. The man’s angry sneer was daunting, but the furious look
in his wife’s eyes was terrifying. No wonder Voldemort had looked so frightened! He
remembered what he had seen in Miss Tonks’ memories and shook his head slightly. How
could he have ever thought it wise or even possible to exclude this couple?

Scrimgeour took a deep breath. “Madam Snape, Professor Snape, I apologize to you both. It
was inexcusably stupid of me to trust a subordinate who, I ought to have realized, was biased
and spiteful.” He darted a furious glance at Dolores Umbridge. “I have seen your impressive
performances in the battle in a Pensieve and heard about your other contributions from
Professor Dumbledore. Were it not for these libelous accusations, I would have recommended
you both for First Class honors from the beginning. Will you forgive my failure to determine
their falsity and the insulting statements I was misled into making, and will you each accept
the Order of Merlin, First Class, from a grateful wizarding world?”

Hermione smiled at Harry and Ron, then, looked at the Minister, watching curiously as he
turned paler and paler.

“Madame Snape?” Scrimgeour looked at the woman nervously. “Will you accept my apology,
and the Order?”

Releasing her husband, she stepped away from him and sank into the same deeply sarcastic
curtsey she’d given Voldemort. Somehow, it seemed the appropriate thing to do.

She smiled again at Lavender’s snort of recognition.

Scrimgeour nodded his gratitude, but did not permit himself to relax. “Sir?” he asked, turning
to the Professor.

Severus’s lip curled in disgust. “Acceptable,” he said at last.

~o0o~
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Chapter 33 – Victor and Vanquished
~o0o~

Summary: Albus Dumbledore undertakes a long deferred task.

~*~

Albus Dumbledore shifted uncomfortably in the ancient stone seat from which the Grand
Warlock presided over the Wizengamot. After six days of political wrangling and arguments,
he’d finally struck a bargain with Ewald Splinterfoot the previous evening. The exasperating
old man had agreed to change his vote, but only if he were allowed an hour to express his
reservations first. They should have a new Minister of Magic by ten, Albus thought with
satisfaction, giving him plenty of time to reach his luncheon party at the Snapes’ at one. But in
the meantime, the old geezer (he was ten years Albus’s senior), would have his say — having
invited several of his favorite journalists to listen.

Splinterfoot had been going for only five minutes, and Albus was having difficulty staying
awake. He found himself wishing devoutly that Rufus Scrimgeour hadn’t resigned. But that
had been inevitable after his foolish and insulting attack on Severus and Hermione was made
public in Rita Skeeter’s article. And enduring these deliberations on Scrimgeour’s successor
was a small price to pay for helping to right some of the wrongs Albus had done the couple.

For he had handled the business with Severus and Hermione badly from start to finish. It was
not just that he’d misunderstood Trelawney’s prophecy. To be honest with himself (as he tried
to be), he knew he’d been wrong to cherish an impossible fantasy — a romance between
Severus and Elizabeth. After weeks of having his niece as a guest in his private rooms, it was
clear to him that his previous ideas about her nature had been largely of his own imagining.
Because she was his favorite niece and had some of his own brilliance at Charms, he had
naively projected onto her all his own tastes and enthusiasms. But she was in fact a very
different person — charming, but not a woman who valued intellectual pursuits or stimulating
conversation. No, Severus would have found her bland and boring, and she would have been
frightened by his abrupt manner and disturbed by his sardonic wit. Jean Yves, protective and
gentle, was a far better match for her.

And Hermione was much better for Severus. They worked well together, Severus had once
insisted, when Albus had inveighed against their marriage, and it was true. The superficial,
bossy over-confidence hid a layer of deep insecurity, beneath which was a truly creative
brilliance and a principled sense of honor and responsibility that more than justified all the
confidence she feigned. In that, she was much like Severus.

Albus still couldn’t understand why he had treated her so badly. He had resented Hermione
taking the place in Severus’s heart that he had blindly destined for Elizabeth. And he’d been
hurt that such an admirable Muggle-born witch had been so quick to ally herself with
Septimius Snape, the old bigot. Of course, Albus had given her good cause to be suspicious of
himself, but he’d been more than a little jealous of their friendship. No, he’d been very unfair
to Hermione. It was a miracle that she had been able to listen to his apologies long enough to
forgive him. Perhaps, with Minerva’s help, he could finally become a true friend to the
admirable witch.

That party the evening after that battle had been a very poor start, however. He’d assumed
that the Minister would quickly add the Snapes to the honors list when he saw their comrades’
outrage. But he’d reckoned without the animosity of Dolores Umbridge. Scrimgeour had
believed her lies and innuendo so unquestioningly that he’d repeated them, and Hermione had
been furious with Albus putting Severus through all that. Severus himself had merely pointed
out how useful it was to bring hostile rumors into the open; their marriage and their triplets’
paternity might otherwise have been questions that were whispered behind their backs for
years. It struck Albus suddenly that, although it had now been revealed that they had been
bound and conceived children while Hermione was still Severus’s student, not a breath of
scandal had touched Hogwarts School. Perhaps it was because of the approving comments in
the press by such venerated and upright witches as Griselda Marchbanks, Augusta
Longbottom, Minerva McGonagall, and Marjorie Scrimgeour. In any case, all his worries had
been for naught.
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At least he’d managed to be fairly gracious when the marriage was revealed to him, though he
blushed now to think how petty and angry he’d really felt.

It had been the morning after the battle, and he had woken feeling tired and bruised and very,
very old. Slowly he had become aware that he was in the hospital wing and that the voices of
Severus, Poppy, and Minerva were murmuring nearby. Harry must have succeeded, he’d
concluded. Severus would never have sounded so cheerful if his Dark Lord had survived, and
he sounded almost … happy. So, victory had come at last, despite his own apparent failure. He
had been defending himself well — how could he have been so badly injured? And Minerva and
Poppy were talking in very peculiar, high, squeaky voices. This was extremely odd. Could it be
that he’d been mistaken in Severus, and that the women were under some sort of curse? Was
he in danger?

Albus had opened one eye. No one was paying any attention to him at all. Poppy and Severus
were holding something up to Minerva, who was sitting on the bed next to his, partly turned
away from him. There was a man standing next to Severus whose face was familiar; he was
also displaying something. The two women continued talking in high, soft voices that Albus
found very disconcerting. What was going on?

“Did… Did Harry kill Voldemort?” he said, surprised at the tremor in his voice.

The group had turned to him instantly. Severus hurried to his side with gratifying anxiety and
took his hand.

“Thank Merlin you’re better. We’ve been so worried. Yes, Potter killed him, and all the Death
Eaters are in the dungeons. It’s over, Albus. Really over — at last. He’s gone.”

“Thank you, Severus. I can rest, then.” Albus lay back on the pillows as Poppy began to cast
diagnostic spells, and the other man moved over to his bedside. He was a little hurt that
Minerva didn’t come as well until he noticed that she was actually in the bed, not on it. Her
head was bandaged.

Albus was alarmed. “Minerva! You’ve been hurt, my dear! Are you all right?”

His old friend smiled as she turned stiffly to face him. “We were both very badly injured Albus,
but we’ll live. But look at Hermione’s babies! Three boys! Aren’t they beautiful?”

She’d held up the small bundle in her lap, and cooed some nonsense syllables at it in that
unnaturally high voice. The baby’s eyes opened as Albus looked at it, and suddenly he was
staring into the angry eyes of his Potions Master. There would be no doubt about the paternity
of this child.

Severus had displayed a second son, with such pride and happiness in his face, he was almost
unrecognizable. “Hermione is sleeping,” he said, his voice lingering reverently over her name.
“Her labor was extremely taxing, on top of the battle. But Poppy says she’ll be fine.”

The familiar-looking man brought a third baby forward. “I’m sorry to intrude on your
sickroom, Headmaster, but Severus only has two arms and he thought, as all new fathers do,
that you and Minerva would be the better for seeing his progeny.”

“As indeed we are,” Minerva said stoutly. “You remember Robert Granger, Albus, Hermione’s
father. He and Mrs. Granger arrived late last night to be with Hermione. Severus managed to
simulate their deaths quite successfully, and they’ve been in hiding at Houndsnape Hall.”

Albus turned to Severus and raised an inquiring eyebrow.

“I had a premonition,” the Potions Master explained cautiously. “I warned Tonks that they
might be a target, and she was able to save them. And I asked Hermione to keep it from you,
since I’d violated our agreement. I apologize for allowing you to remain in ignorance, sir, but it
seemed wisest when I was unable to explain my actions fully. I feared you would worry.”

Albus nodded thoughtfully. “I am very happy indeed to hear that you found a way to save the
Grangers, of course. You were probably wise to keep it from me — I would have worried
unnecessarily. You are forgiven, of course. To be congratulated, in fact.” He smiled, gesturing
at the triplets. “I am in a rather forbearing mood this morning, Severus, as you can imagine. I
don’t believe I could be angry with anyone today.”
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Severus smiled. “In that case, sir, this is perhaps the proper moment to mention that
Hermione and I were bound secretly on New Year's Day and that our triplets were conceived
naturally, and not by the I.V.F. procedure as you wanted.”

Albus had actually questioned his sanity for a moment. “But that’s not possible, Severus!
There were three other reliable witnesses to that procedure. Surely all of them would not have
deceived me! Rookwood, perhaps; but Remus and...” He looked sadly at his Deputy Head.

“Me,” said Minerva. “I let you believe that the transfer took place. We all did. We had to. You
weren’t being reasonable.” She looked at him reproachfully. “And you weren’t being
responsible, Albus. You see, there were significant magical sacrifices involved in that
procedure, and you hadn’t even read the clinic’s paperwork carefully enough to realize that.
You should never have insisted that Hermione and Severus undertake it without understanding
the risks. But we were afraid if we pointed that out, you might interfere in Mrs. Yves’ attempt
to conceive by I.V.F.”

Severus looked at Albus curiously. “Your niece used the I.V.F. procedure?”

Albus hid his relief. He nodded and then threw a grateful glance at Minerva. So they hadn’t
revealed the depths of his duplicity to Severus.

Minerva smiled sympathetically and turned to Severus. “Oh, didn’t Hermione mention that?
We worked out that that was how Albus learned about the existence of the new technique.
Now, Albus, tell Severus that you forgive him for this, and the rest of us, as well. You were
quite wrong, as I told you at the time.”

For a brief moment Albus had considered showing them his anger at their lack of loyalty to
him. How could they all have lied to him? His most trusted and valued supporters! But how
could he be angry when they had been right? These were his friends. They had done what
needed to be done. There was no point in creating more discord. And he needed them.
Particularly Minerva. He sighed. “Of course. There is nothing to forgive. Voldemort is dead, so
your choices were the right ones. But you must explain it all to me, Minerva, someday when
I’m not so... so tired.”

He had talked a little with Robert Granger, avoiding the eyes of his two old friends. To keep
the conversation going he had suggested that the Grangers stay at the castle and teach
Muggle Studies for the year. It struck him that it was the least he could do for Hermione, he
thought, and Minerva and Severus were clearly very pleased with his suggestion. It was
actually quite a shrewd appointment, he realized after the fact.

Nevertheless, he had not joined Minerva for lunch in the Great Hall that afternoon. He had
found himself in great need of rest and solitary reflection.

Albus sighed, looking around the Wizengamot chamber, where several of his colleagues were
softly snoring. Yes, he should have listened to Minerva. It always came down to that, really.
Well, he would listen to her in the future.

A thin scatter of applause alerted Albus to the end of Splinterfoot’s speech. He sat up a little
straighter in his uncomfortable seat. “Thank you, Mr. Splinterfoot,” he said, nodding to the
wizard. “We should all be mindful of the important points you have raised. Now, if there is no
further discussion, shall we take our… our seventeenth vote on the matter of the next Minister
of Magic?”

~*~

Albus paused and leaned on his tall staff, halfway up the long road from the gates of Hogwarts
to the doors of the castle. He might have Flooed directly from the Ministry into his office, of
course, but he felt the need of physical exertion, and his luncheon with the Snapes was not
until one. He was still recovering from the effects of Tom Riddle’s attack a week previously,
however, and he found the walk up the hill more tiring than it had been in the past. But he
had much to think on. How would he live his life after Voldemort? Might he now have the
freedom to marry, and live like other wizards? He thought he might.

He looked over the Hogwarts grounds with pride, glowing golden in the mid-morning sunshine
of a surprisingly warm September day. The Ministry had done an excellent job. The ceremony
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awarding the Orders of Merlin had been attended by most of the wizarding population of
Britain, and Albus had worried that the lawn would take months to recover. But now, only a
week later, the grass was green and luxuriant and nary a Droobles wrapper was to be seen.

It had been a marvelous feeling of triumph and relief, he recalled, to stand beside the four
young people to receive the First Class Order and the congratulations of the huge crowd. Far
more relief than at his defeat of Grindelwald. He’d found it infinitely more difficult to work
behind the scenes than to wield the sword himself. There was no surge of adrenalin or
excitement in sending others off to risk death — only endless worry and anxiety. And he had
become far too timid and careful, he realized. Hermione’s reproach before she leapt out of his
office window had shown him that. He had resisted fighting — it had seemed almost self-
indulgent. But when he did join the battle, he realized how right Hermione had been. And
Minerva. How wonderful to watch Minerva as she dueled Tom, all spite and fire! He himself
had rather enjoyed enraging Malfoy and Rookwood with his calm. He frowned. Poor boys —
could he have saved them? No, probably not. They’d made too many bad choices and caused
far too much anguish.

He shook his head for a moment, thinking of the anguish the war had cost the four who stood
on the platform with him. Severus had patiently suffered seemingly endless pain — physical,
emotional, and moral, as a result of his youthful mistake. And Harry, of course, had lived a
cursed life since his parents’ deaths, yet through some miracle he’d retained a straightforward
honesty and a sweetness that defied the difficulties and hostility he had faced. Hermione and
Ron had suffered less, though they had both been badly injured in previous battles, but their
worry for Harry and their families and friends had darkened their childhoods and matured
them far too quickly. And Hermione had had the end of her childhood taken away by the
Order’s need for the Snape Trust. Her life now would be very different than it would have
been; she’d have far fewer choices. But miraculously, all four of them — not just Harry — had
retained a tremendous ability to love.

And the victory left the young people free to act upon their love. Hermione and Severus could
now be open about their nine-month-old marriage; all their friends had eagerly witnessed the
ceremony in his Pensieve. Albus had really rejoiced in Harry’s relationship with Ginny. Molly
and Arthur would be delighted to welcome Harry into their family, and it seemed likely that
Ginny could give him the sort of happiness that had been so missing from his childhood. And
Ronald and Lavender also seemed well suited. Both hid their intelligence and a brilliant
intuition about people behind deceptively superficial façades. They were an attractive,
charming couple, with a subtlety of thought that would do Slytherin House proud. Together,
they’d go far.

Albus considered Ronald Weasley. Some questioned why he had received the highest accolade
when others had fought as bravely. But he had not been put in the First Class because he was
a valiant fighter, though he had been that, sacrificing his career as an Auror to Voldemort’s
hex. No, Scrimgeour appreciated the way Ron directed the fighting, using only his natural
authority and his knowledge of the other fighters to allocate the resources at hand. From the
Astronomy Tower, Albus had recognized the decisions of a brilliant chess strategist. Minerva
had joined the battle when Neville Longbottom was left fighting alone against Voldemort and
his minions. For Dumbledore, it had been the anguished look on the face of young Weasley
when, unable to fight effectively himself, he sent his sister and his fiancée against the
madman. He’d seen himself in the young man, and had jumped to the rescue.

In fact, Ronald Weasley’s legacy would probably be the greatest of the five, though never
appreciated, since he had prevented the disaster before it happened. It was thanks to him and
the Portkeys he’d envisioned that there had been so few deaths on either side during the
battle — not none, but surprisingly few, given the violence of the fight. And his ideas about
the post-Voldemort world had been incredibly shrewd. The day after receiving their Orders, he
and Harry had descended into the dungeon vaults, and with the grudging permission of Rufus
Scrimgeour, they’d offered a conditional amnesty to all the rank-and-file Death Eaters. They
were required to make full confession of their crimes, sign an affidavit of repentance, and
agree to do community service, mostly working to repair the damage they’d caused to Muggle
property and improve Muggle relations. Restrictions would be put on their wands, forbidding
offensive spells for five years, and they were to apologize to those they had injured. Since
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they had expected to be sent to Azkaban if they weren’t killed in battle, almost all the
imprisoned witches and wizards had accepted this offer, most with tears in their eyes. Those
few who did not, as well as the surviving members of Voldemort’s Inner Circle, were left to the
mercy of the Wizengamot. The public had little need for further revenge after seeing Creevey’s
photo of the result of Harry’s final blow.

Albus was drawn from his musings by the increasing din of a violent argument taking place by
the Quidditch pitch. Ghosts by the look of it — and in daylight, too! How peculiar! And such
language! He looked at his watch. He still had plenty of time. He shook off his lethargy, took
his staff firmly in his hand, and began to walk briskly towards the combatants.

~*~

It was only a few minutes after one when Albus appeared, slightly out of breath, at the
doorway of the Snapes’ large sitting room. He was the last to arrive, but the guests were still
standing chatting together.

Albus accepted a glass of champagne from Severus and drew him and Hermione aside. “I
should tell you that I talked with Poppy and Healer Doré Tuesday morning, just before I left
for the Ministry. They were both very angry with me, and I was appalled. When I apologized
before, I had no idea of the sacrifice of magic the I.V.F. procedure would have required and
the very high risk of a Squib. I’m very glad you both made the decision you did. And I am
equally glad that I did not know at the time, as I would have caused all sorts of trouble and
confusion trying to prevent it. I cannot tell you how sorry I am for the way I have acted
throughout all this.”

Severus made a dismissive motion and Hermione smiled. “Please don’t mention it. Everything
came right in the end. And as I told you earlier, sir, things wouldn’t have worked out as they
were meant to if you hadn’t been so insistent.”

He twinkled at her. “Albus, my dear. You must call me Albus. But have you explained to
Severus why I was so insistent on the I.V.F.? Does he know about the prophecy?”

Severus clamped his mouth shut, his eyes wide with alarm, and shook his head. “No, no,
Severus, not that prophecy.” Albus explained. “Another one — Professor Trelawney made
another prophecy about you and Hermione on the same day as Goyle’s. You must explain it to
him, Hermione. And you can discuss Goyle’s prophecy as well now, you know, Severus. Both
the person to whom you made the Vow and your Bonder are dead, so the Vow is completed.”

Severus looked skeptical. “Are you certain that he’s dead this time, Albus? The Dark Lord has
come back before, and I should hate to have my death be the first indication of his next rise.”

Albus laughed. “Yes, Voldemort is dead. I am very certain indeed, since I encountered his
ghost not half an hour ago. Predictable, really. Tom always was pathetically terrified of death.
And with good reason, if there is any justice in the hereafter. I should have known he wouldn’t
have the fortitude to pass on.”

Minerva had overheard, and stepped over to join them. “Tom Riddle’s ghost is at Hogwarts?”
she asked, surprised.

Other conversations halted as everyone in the room turned to listen. “Yes, indeed,” Albus said,
smiling at Minerva and then looking around to acknowledge the rest of his audience, “I just
had a pleasant conversation with him, down by the Quidditch pitch. Pleasant for me, at least.”

Minerva looked puzzled. “He’s going to haunt the Quidditch pitch? That’s odd. Tom was no
Quidditch fan. And I can’t imagine any of the players would be interested in purchasing his
unattractive body at this point. It seems quite a peculiar place to choose.”

“Don’t be catty, Minerva.” Dumbledore glanced repressively at Severus and Hermione who
were snickering. “You know Riddle only did that the once. He’d led such an isolated life he had
no idea what he was getting into. Though you used the incident well in the battle last week.
No, he was only there because the Bloody Baron had thrown him out of the dungeons. You
see, Tom had a rather delusional hope that he’d be allowed to haunt you, Severus. He’s much
angrier with you than he was during the battle. He’d assumed that you’d simply changed sides
at the last moment. But when Nearly-Headless Nick mentioned the news of your marriage and
sons, he began to understand the full extent of your betrayal. And I’ve just now described to
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him your services to our side at some length. He thinks you two and Harry Potter plotted the
whole thing.”

“Well, we did plot it, of course,” Hermione snorted. “But... but his ghost can’t hurt the triplets,
can he?” Hermione’s voice turned anxious at the thought of Voldemort being anywhere near
her babies.

“No, no,” Albus said comfortingly. “Of course not. Ghosts can only frighten people by popping
up unexpectedly. And he won’t be allowed to do even that. The Bloody Baron quickly put paid
to that idea. No, Riddle will be haunting the Chamber of Secrets for the next three centuries.
The Baron promised to take further requests at that time. He’ll be a historical footnote by
then, and won’t frighten the children so much. He wasn’t at all pleased when I pointed that
out.”

“Professor... Albus?” Hermione tripped over the name. “Perhaps you could let Rita Skeeter
interview him. She’d be thrilled. She’s a little annoyed with us at the moment, since we gave
Luna the story of our marriage and the triplets, but Voldemort would be a far bigger story.
She’d do a wonderful job of it, too.”

Severus snorted. “And you couldn’t give that story to Luna — no one would believe it.” But he
smiled affectionately as he said it. “It would be amusing to let her interview him, though. I
don’t believe the Dark Lord would get much charge out of Luna, and her talk of magical
creatures he’s never heard of would drive him around the bend.”

Everyone laughed, and the Headmaster turned back to Hermione. “You may invite Rita if you
wish, my dear. I’m sure Harry would be happy to open the doors for her. And the wizarding
world might find this final testimony to his death reassuring.”

“Thank you,” she said. “She’ll be so excited. I’ll send her an owl right after lunch. Oh! Yes,
lunch. I’m sorry.” Hermione blushed and waved her guests to the table by the windows.
“Please, let’s sit down.

Albus looked around the room. It was a predominantly adult gathering, he noted. Harry was
on an extended visit to the Weasleys before beginning his Auror training in October, and Ron
was busy with his new job at the Ministry, assisting the new Minister with the transition. The
other guests included his new Muggle Studies professors as well as Draco Malfoy and his
mother — he hoped they wouldn’t be rude to the Muggles. He found his place next to Minerva.
Agamemnon Rookwood was seated on her other side, deep in conversation with Severus.
Nine. A good number for general conversation. Agamemnon was the odd man, clearly, but
he’d probably been invited at the last minute because he’d had business to discuss with
Severus.

On Albus’s other side was Narcissa Malfoy, the horrible scars across her left cheek giving her
face a character that it had lacked before. Oddly, she and her son flanked the Grangers, and
Draco was in deep conversation with Charlotte. Albus looked at them curiously, and Charlotte
glanced up and smiled pleasantly.

“So,” Robert said briskly, glancing at Narcissa conspiratorially. “Are we allowed to ask you
what the Wizengamot decided? Has a new Minister of Magic been selected? Or is it still
confidential?”

“Yes, Albus,” Agamemnon Rookwood said, “Do tell us what happened. Were the witches
troublesome?” Agamemnon had served on the Wizengamot for almost thirty years before
retiring and knew how obstructive the group of elderly witches could be.

Albus smiled. “No, the witches were behind us this time, since it was one of their own we were
proposing to make Minister. It was mostly the older men that objected. Splinterfoot was
particularly pompous.”

Severus looked at him, appalled. “Please tell me, Headmaster, that you have not made Madam
Longbottom Minister of Magic. The woman is intelligent enough, heaven knows, but...”

“No, we were not yet that desperate. Griselda suggested her initially, but Augusta feels she
needs to devote her entire attention for the next few years to ensuring that Neville is properly
married.”
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Severus snorted. “That may take more time and energy than even Madam Longbottom has.”

Hermione looked at him curiously. “Doesn’t Neville have to propose to anyone she suggests,
since she’s head of the family? That’s what Ginny told me.”

Dumbledore shook his head. “Augusta Longbottom isn’t the head of the Longbottom family.
We are a patriarchal society, Hermione. Since Frank is in St. Mungo’s, Neville is the current
head. His grandmother is limited to advice and... er...”

Agamemnon cleared his throat. “Intimidation, I think, is the word you’re looking for, Albus.
But don’t keep us in suspense. Surely you can’t have elected Griselda! She’d be equally
disastrous.”

Albus smiled. “No, no one suggested Madam Marchbanks. Marjorie Scrimgeour is the new
Minister. Rufus will return to Magical Law Enforcement, probably to teach in the Auror training
program. He was horribly embarrassed by Miss Skeeter’s detailed account of his attacks on
Hermione and Severus at my reception last week, as well as the publication of the list of
Ministry hacks that Dolores wanted to honor.”

Minerva huffed impatiently. “I always thought Rufus was a very poor choice for Minister.
Marjorie will have a far better sense of what she’s got to do. The Department of Magical
Transportation is much more integrated into Ministry politics than Magical Law Enforcement.
Rufus actually accomplished very little — he’s a good man, but not a leader. He has no moral
courage.”

Rookwood smiled at her outrage. “Now, that’s not entirely fair, Minerva. He did at least ensure
that the Aurors worked closely with the Order during the months before the final
confrontation. Fudge would never have had the courage to do that — he was too afraid of
being seen as Albus’s puppet. And don’t forget that Rufus finally got Dolores Umbridge out of
the Ministry.”

Robert looked puzzled. “Umbridge? That useless Defense teacher that Hermione complained
so much about a few years ago? She worked for the Ministry?”

Hermione smiled. “Oh, yes. She was the one who kept us off the list for the Order of Merlin,
Dad. I think Rita played down her role because she was so angry with Scrimgeour. But
Umbridge hates me because of that business with the centaurs and Marietta’s hex. And she
hates Severus because he refused to give her endless quantities of Veritaserum. But I still
don’t understand why she resigned — even before Scrimgeour, the Prophet said. She seemed
the sort to hold onto power no matter what. I can’t think a few nasty comments in the paper
would lead her to give it up.”

“They didn’t,” Albus assured her. “But Scrimgeour realized she’d lied to him and forced him to
exclude you and Severus out of personal spite. In one of his last acts as Minister, he promoted
her to Head of the Centaur Liaison Office. She resigned immediately. I can’t imagine why.”

Minerva, Severus, and Hermione snorted appreciatively.

Charlotte spoke up. “I think you must also give the man credit for the inspiring public
ceremony last week. It was a brilliant way to mark the dawn of a new era. And the ritual
inducting new members into the Order of Merlin was extremely moving. And then that final bit
— with all the honorees gathered together on the platform and singing that lovely song that
Elizabeth put together! I thought my heart would burst! The entire audience was weeping.”

Hermione looked a little embarrassed. “Actually, Mum, that was Harry and Ginny. Scrimgeour
looked like he would be talking forever, so Harry nudged her, and she started the conducting
charm at the next pause. Though Scrimgeour did have the sense not to say anything
afterwards and ruin it. He’s not stupid. But his wife seemed a really sensible witch.”

Robert smiled. “That’s good to hear, since we’ll be living in the magical world now.” He looked
at the Headmaster with interest. “So the new Minister comes from the Department of Magical
Transportation? I’m still trying to learn how that place is organized.”

“It’s not very organized at all, I fear,” Albus said wryly. “But yes, she’s been Head of the
Department since the scandal two years ago. Fudge and Umbridge had been illegally using the
Floo Network Authority to monitor everyone’s movements, keeping records of every move



The Lioness Prophecies

353

anyone made by Floo, and people were furious. Marjorie had been chair of the Broom
Regulatory Council for about twenty years then, and hers was one of the few sections in the
Department untouched by the scandal. If she’d been Head, it would never have happened.
She’s an extremely principled woman and would have never countenanced such an invasion of
privacy.”

Two house-elves appeared then, and cleared away the soup and began to serve the main
course, an elegant salad of cold curried chicken and walnuts. There was a comfortable silence
as everyone began to eat. After a few moments, Robert Granger murmured something to
Narcissa Malfoy and she laughed melodiously. Severus looked up sharply and he and Albus
exchanged glances. No one had heard Narcissa laugh like that since her school days. Draco
looked at his mother in surprise.

“No, no, Robert,” she said lightly. “There’s no reason at all to be afraid of the elves. They’re
gentle creatures, very pleasant and helpful if their loyalty is not abused.” Her face darkened
for a moment and she glanced at Draco, who was looking down at his plate again. “Most pure-
blood families raise the children and the young elves together. My sisters and I were raised
with our maid Tinks, and we were very good friends... until I married. Though my cousins
weren’t so lucky — I remember Sirius and Regulus were forbidden even to speak to the elves
at Grimmauld Place.”

Robert shook his head, smiling. “No, Narcissa, you misunderstand me. Charlotte and I have
been alone with the house-elves at Houndsnape Hall these past two months, apart from brief
visits from Tonks and Agamemnon, and we’re quite fond of them. I simply meant their
appearance. To a Muggle, those huge eyes and expressive ears look like something out of a
cartoon, and when I first encountered a house-elf, it was like seeing a being that I’d always
believed to be imaginary. It was quite terrifying.”

“A ‘cartoon’?” Draco asked curiously.

Charlotte turned to him. “Moving drawings. A kind of Muggle entertainment, usually for
children. They’re often amusing and sometimes rather beautiful. We can show them in the
Muggle Studies lab, I think, if you’d like to stop by some day.”

“That would be interesting. Is that the same as television? Or is it a VCR?” Draco asked
knowledgably.

Conversation became divided for a while as Hermione and her parents tried to explain the
difference between the entertainment and the machines that played it. Albus watched the
cordial conversation between the Grangers and the Malfoys with growing pleasure.

As the subject waned he turned to the blond woman on his right. “Narcissa, I’ve just had one
of my more brilliant ideas. The Grangers have suggested that we offer classes in Wizarding
Culture as a counterpart to their classes in Muggle Studies — a required class for those who
grew up in Muggle households, just as Muggle Studies will now be required for those of purely
wizarding backgrounds. It occurs to me that there is no one in wizarding Britain so qualified as
you are to teach such a course. Would you be interested in teaching here at Hogwarts? Draco
might be able to share the position — assuming that Minerva would allow it along with his
apprenticeship. You would work closely with the Grangers, since you could each clarify the
difficulties that the other’s students might be having.”

The Grangers and the Malfoys exchanged glances, and then Narcissa turned to Albus. “I’m...
I’m very flattered, Headmaster, and... surprised, sir. You would really allow a Death Eater to
teach at your school?”

Albus shot a glance at Severus, who was suppressing a grin. The dark man nodded his
approval, however, and Minerva also gave him an approving smile. The Headmaster turned to
Narcissa. “There are no Death Eaters any longer, my dear. I understand you’ve foresworn the
goals of Voldemort, and teaching Muggle-born witches and wizards would surely fill the
community service requirement that’s been asked in return for amnesty.”

“Headmaster, I... I don’t know what to say. Thank you.” Narcissa looked completely
bewildered.
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“Well, you must think about it, of course. Discuss it with Draco and Minerva, and perhaps also
Charlotte and Robert. If you could let me know within a week or two, we could work out the
details.” He smiled at her encouragingly. “But I do ask you to consider the great things that
you could achieve in such a position. The fear and suspicion between those of different origins
has been the major cause of dissension in our community. You could help to do away with it,
to teach young wizards and witches from Muggle families about the wizarding world so well
that they will never need fear making embarrassing faux pas or being taunted for their
ignorance. If they learn our ways, there will be no reason for the pure-blood children to scorn
and fear them.”

Draco looked at Hermione and blushed scarlet, but she put her hand over his for an instant
and with a little jerk of her head, directed his gaze back toward his mother, who was looking
at Albus incredulously as tears rolled down her face. Albus fumbled for a handkerchief, handed
it to her, and turned to Minerva appealingly. She seemed to be rather teary, too, however.

Agamemnon cleared his throat. “I haven’t seen your triplets yet, Hermione. May one ask to be
introduced?”

“Yes, of course, sir. Please come in and see them.” They all rose and followed except for
Narcissa, Draco, and, rather to Albus’s surprise, Charlotte.

“See how fast they are growing, Albus?” Hermione said proudly, holding up a small bundled
baby. “This one is Aurelius. Would you like to hold him?” Thanks to long practice with his
brother’s descendants, Albus took the baby he was offered competently and looked with an
expression of interest at its face.

He had to control himself rigidly to keep from gasping. The baby had Severus’s eyes and
eyebrows and a suggestion of his nose, though there was a bit of Hermione in the curl of the
nostril, the mouth, and the stubborn chin. But Aurelius looked at him with an angry glare of
accusation, which abated not a whit when Albus made the usual cooing noises at him. The
mouth was as scornful and angry as the eyes. Albus expected the baby to burst into loud
tears, but he merely looked at Albus reproachfully.

As Albus attempted to placate the baby, it struck him suddenly that, if his orders had been
followed, he would have been looking down into the face of Elizabeth’s child, a poor
motherless baby, never to be acknowledged as a Dumbledore. He would probably have been a
Squib, unable to help his father claim the Snape Trust, condemned to a life without magic in a
community that valued magic above all else — and soon cast into shadow by a younger
sibling, a child of the woman his father loved. This poor child would have been created by
Albus’s own mistaken assumptions. How could he have ever thought he had the right to insist
that such a child be born? To even risk it? The true enormity of the burden he had placed on
Hermione and Severus finally became clear to him. Thank Merlin they had disobeyed him! And
thank Minerva. Minerva had saved him from his horrible decision despite himself. Hermione
would never have been able to manage it without her support. She had allowed these
beautiful, magical, beloved children to be born.

Minerva. He gazed out the window, through which he could just see Gryffindor Tower. Yes,
Minerva. The woman he wanted to marry and live with for the rest of his life. It had always
been Minerva, really. He had loved her when she was still his student — beautiful, brilliant,
vivacious, and desirable. With rigid control, he had never shown her special favor or any but
the most formal affection. When she returned to apprentice with him, he still hesitated. Sure
that she would prefer someone her own age, he’d said nothing, lest his fame push her into
making a choice she would later regret. He had felt that he’d been proven right when Minerva
had married and borne a child. The marriage had been happy, and eventually Albus had been
able to rejoice in its success. But then Minerva’s husband, her son, and her son’s young wife
had been killed during the first rise of Voldemort; and, herself a target of her old nemesis, she
had taken refuge at Hogwarts. He had hesitated to court her even then, fearful that the rise of
Voldemort would require all his energies and attention. He felt he’d need to have a free hand.

Albus had told himself that the freedom to court Minerva would be his reward when all this
was over, but he had been mistaken. He should have convinced her to marry him long ago —
her presence at his side would have saved him and those around him half the pain and
anguish they had suffered. She would never have allowed him to favor her own students over
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Severus’s as he had. He had tried to save Sirius Black, a distant cousin, despite his potentially
lethal prank, and as a result he had driven the brilliant and angry Severus Snape into
Voldemort’s arms. Later, Minerva had inveighed against his decision to leave Harry with his
awful Muggle relations, knowing how badly the couple would treat him. Could he not have
taken the boy in himself, and given him a happier childhood? He might have, had he been
married. A whole vista of lost opportunities presented themselves to him. Had he shared the
prophecy with her, Minerva would have insisted that Albus tell Harry about it sooner. She
would have advised him to teach the boy Occlumency himself. Had she known the prophecy
about Hermione and Severus, she would have prevented him from making so many terrible
mistakes. Perhaps the prophecy itself would have been different, if he’d taken a different path,
and not pushed Hermione into motherhood.

It occurred to Albus suddenly that his restraint with Minerva had profoundly influenced his
attitude toward Severus’s love for Hermione, another Slytherin-Gryffindor, teacher-student
romance. He had not been able to have Minerva, so he had tried to prevent Severus from
having Hermione. How petty and mean! But that was it, really. That was the real root of his
hostility.

Well, he would have her. He needed her, and he would delay no longer. He set his jaw. She
was old enough to know her own mind. He would ask her permission to court her this very
afternoon. He looked down at little Aurelius again. The baby no longer looked angry, but was
looking at him with the saddest eyes he’d ever seen. Perhaps the child had sensed his own
regret.

He looked up to see that Minerva was smiling down at another baby, who had his tiny fingers
wrapped around Agamemnon’s thumb. Robert Granger was holding the third triplet, amusing
Hermione and Severus with outlandish predictions about his magical achievements. Narcissa
entered the room and joined them. Robert put the third baby in her arms, and she teased
Severus about the baby’s nose with the fondness of an old friend. Draco stepped over to Albus
and asked to hold Aurelius, and he soon had the baby gurgling and cooing at him so happily
that Albus wondered whether the anger and the sadness had been his own imagination.

When the babies began to get fussy, Rose appeared, and they all returned to the table for a
dessert of berry tart. The talk centered on the many marriages that had been performed in the
last week, as those who had feared that they wouldn’t survive were moved to propose and
marry as quickly as possible. Remus Lupin and Nymphadora Tonks had been married a few
days earlier, and Severus and Hermione had attended the binding, which had been performed
by Agamemnon. Severus said, with a guilty look at Albus, that Remus had shown Tonks his
memory of their own binding, and she had been so enthralled that she’d insisted on using the
same ceremony. Minerva noted that there seemed likely to be a substantial post-war baby
boom. Since the losses in battle had been comparatively few, there would likely be a
substantial increase over time in the magical population of Britain. Hogwarts might need to
enlarge the dormitories to accommodate more students.

The conversation was pleasant, and the sunlight outside was fading as the guests pushed back
their chairs and began to thank their host and hostess. Albus turned to Minerva, who stood
talking with Agamemnon Rookwood.

“Minerva, if you are free for a moment, may I ask you to walk back to my office with me?
There is a matter I’d like to discuss with you.”

“Certainly, Albus. In fact, I was just going to ask you if you had some free time before dinner
so I could talk with you.”

She murmured something to Rookwood, rather unnecessarily laying her hand on the man’s
arm, Albus thought, and they left together. As they walked through the familiar corridors,
Albus asked her about Draco and Narcissa’s surprisingly accepting attitude towards the
Grangers, and she laughed. Apparently Draco had made some embarrassingly bigoted
remarks to Hermione’s parents after the battle, and had apologized rather dramatically the
previous Tuesday evening. After dinner, and in front of the entire school, Draco had
approached Charlotte, knelt, and begged forgiveness. Charlotte had been gracious, of course,
and Narcissa, who had apparently suggested this course of action to Draco, was charmed. The
two women had taken tea together the next day, and their conversation had been so pleasant
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and engrossing that they had missed dinner. Minerva congratulated Albus upon the idea of
offering Narcissa the Wizarding Culture position, which she thought was a splendid plan.

But as Minerva moved on to a brief, gossipy report on the week’s happenings, Albus began to
plan what he would say to her, and became so nervous that he found he couldn’t listen to a
word. She would understand how agitated he had been, once he explained himself properly,
he was sure. Would she tell him that she didn’t wish to be courted? She was a very self-
sufficient witch, after all; there was the possibility that she preferred her solitary life. He
hoped she wouldn’t be insulted that it had taken him so very long to express his feelings. No,
they were good friends, if nothing else. They had worked together for thirty years, and known
each other for sixty. If she was not interested in a romantic attachment, they would continue
to be friends. Perhaps she would prefer simply to continue to work and talk and spend their
free time together as they had always done. But as he stepped after his colleague onto the
moving stairs up to his office, Albus admitted to himself that he wanted more than that. He
always had. Surely he was not too old to give her pleasure as a husband should. He wanted —
needed — to be with her. He had loved her for so long, and he had been wrong to talk himself
out of acting on it before. He had waited so many years. Wasted so many years.

“Albus, are you all right?” Her voice finally penetrated, and he apologized and waved her to an
armchair, taking another one himself rather than moving behind his desk.

He smiled at Minerva, and she smiled back. The woman was still breathtakingly beautiful when
she smiled. All that time — wasted. He took a deep breath. “Perhaps you should begin, my
dear. What was it you wanted to talk to me about? The question I wanted to discuss may
become a little... involved.” He was putting it off again, he realized. He was a coward.

“I... I’ll let you... Let’s discuss the matter you wanted to raise first, Albus. What I wanted to
talk about is personal. I’d rather take care of Hogwarts business first.”

“Ah, but the matter I wanted to discuss is also personal, Minerva. Ladies first.” He put his
head on the side slightly, prepared to give her his full attention.

Minerva took a deep breath. “All right, then. I wanted to tell you, Albus, that Agamemnon
Rookwood has asked me to be his wife and that I have accepted.”

Albus’s world rocked on its foundations. He had waited too long. He had lost her--no, he had
never even tried to have her, and now she would be another’s, finally and irrevocably. He had
put other things first, and he had been wrong. But he must not show his disappointment.

“My very best wishes, Minerva, my dear. I am delighted for you both. Agamemnon is an
upright and admirable man. I hope you will be very happy together — no, I am sure you will
be. Does this mean that you will be leaving Hogwarts? I sincerely hope not. I would… miss
you.” There. That sounded reasonably enthusiastic and gracious, with a note of concern at the
end.

Minerva smiled happily, clearly relieved. “Thank you, Albus. Your approval and good wishes
mean so much to me. They always have. No, we’ve discussed the possibility of my moving to
London, but Agamemnon understands how much I love teaching. We will be together on the
weekends and over the summers, either in London or at Hogwarts. But I would like to
continue at Hogwarts, if I may. My marriage will not interfere with my teaching duties, I
assure you, although if you wish to replace me as Head of Gryffindor, I would understand.”

“Certainly not; certainly not. Agamemnon is, of course welcome to join us whenever he can,
and I will look forward to getting to know him in less stressful times. I didn’t realize, in fact,
that you knew him so well. You have been almost Slytherin-like in your secretiveness.” He
managed a knowing smile. But what could he say to get her to leave? He couldn’t bear much
more of this.

“Well, I’ve known him forever, of course. But I’ve seen a lot of him lately because of this
business with Hermione and the Trust. We’ve all been having dinner every few months, and
we would talk to each other to give Hermione and Severus time alone. And then I saw a lot of
him at Houndsnape Hall at Christmas and Easter. And he’s dropped by from time to time when
he was at Hogwarts with papers for Severus to sign or on Order business.”
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“And, of course, all your plotting to deceive me brought you together as well; did it not?” A
Herculean effort kept the bitterness out of his voice.

She laughed. “A little, Albus; perhaps a little. Anyway, it will make very little difference to you,
practically, I suppose, but I wanted to tell you. Hermione and Severus know already. That was
why we had champagne at lunch, although I wouldn’t let them announce it because I wanted
to tell you myself.” So everyone knew. How mortifying.

“Thank you, Minerva,” he said, standing. “That was very kind of you. I appreciate it. Please
give Agamemnon my warmest congratulations. The two of you deserve each other, and I can
give neither of you any higher praise than that.”

She stood, following his example, but gave him a puzzled look. “Wasn’t there something you
wanted to talk to me about as well?”

“No, no. Nothing of any importance. Another time will do. You’ll want to see Rookwood out of
the castle...” He noticed her blush. “Or not, as you wish.” He even managed a slight twinkle.

She looked at him for a moment, and her eyes filled with tears. To his great surprise she
stepped towards him and wrapped her arms around him. “Oh, Albus. Thank you so much. You
have no idea how much it means to me that you approve. I’ve always loved you so much, you
know. Though I’ve always known you didn’t… But Agamemnon needs me. He really loves me
and wants me, and I’m so... so happy with him.”

Albus held her tightly for as long as he dared, but the moment she began to loosen her
embrace his arms dropped to his side, and he stepped away from her.

“Albus? Albus, you’re crying! I’m so sorry...”

He cleared his throat. “Nonsense, my dear. There’s nothing to be sorry about. Quite the
contrary. I’m just happy for you and... touched by what you said. Now, off you go. Have a
pleasant evening.” He smiled gently and she gave him a last, dazzling smile before slipping
out the door.

His smile faded abruptly as the door closed. He walked to the window and leaned on the sill,
looking out towards the gates. The clouds had rolled in after the sun set, and now the rain
began to beat against the glass. He looked blindly out into the darkness.

He had been a fool. She had loved him, but she had believed that he didn’t want her. That he
didn’t need her. And how could she have known? He had done his best to hide his feelings
from her for half a century. He had taken her loyalty and affection for granted. He had
assumed that she would be there for him whenever he decided that the time was right. And
then, without the benefit of her wisdom, he had embarked on an ill-considered attempt to
thwart the love between another student-teacher couple, and in the process he’d encouraged
her friendship with a man who appreciated her properly. Who didn’t put other things first. Who
had clearly told her and shown her how much he loved and needed her. Albus shook his head
sadly. She’d loved him. And yet she had had no idea that he had loved her. He’d been a fool.
He didn’t deserve her. And he wasn’t to have her, and it was his own damned fault. He had
never felt so lost and alone.

There was a flurry of wings and he suddenly felt the weight of his Phoenix on his shoulder. He
stroked Fawkes’s head gently, and the bird sang a few comforting notes.

“Oh, Fawkes. I thank you for your care,” he said, looking into the bird’s inquiring face. “But I
fear, old friend, that this is one pain that you cannot heal. I will be better another day. Don’t
worry. But not now.”

Albus Dumbledore, the greatest, most brilliant wizard of the age, Headmaster of Hogwarts
School of Witchcraft and Wizardry, Supreme Mugwump, Chief Warlock, the Defeater of
Grindelwald, the Scourge of Voldemort, twice awarded the Order of Merlin, First Class, stood
looking out at the rain and cursing his own folly as the tears ran down his face.

~o0o~
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Chapter 34 – Christmas at Houndsnape Hall
~o0o~

Summary: Hermione’s family and friends arrive at Houndsnape Hall for the Christmas holidays.

~*~

Hermione Snape swept into the entrance hall of Houndsnape Hall, the full taffeta skirts of her
dark red robes swishing against the flagstones as she greeted politely the portraits of her
husband’s ancestors. She felt quite festive, with sprigs of holly (charmed not to prickle) in her
hair and around the neckline of her robes. The house was fragrant with the scent of fir
boughs, gingerbread, and spiced wine, and the windows sparkled with the brilliant reflections
off the pristine snow outside. Today was the end of the Hogwarts autumn term, and for once,
in honor of their anniversary, she and Severus would be celebrating Christmas and New Year’s
at home with their family.

As she turned to the stairs, Timothy came in the front door, rubbing and blowing on his hands
to warm them.

“Timothy! Shame! You shouldn’t go out without a topcoat; it’s really cold today,” she scolded.
“Is everything all right?”

“I was just down checking with Tom about the sleigh, O bossy Mistress,” he answered. “He’s
expecting the Potters and the Malfoys to Apparate here around five. Do you have any idea
when the Weasleys will arrive? There’s likely to be heavy snow later.”

She laughed. “I’ve no idea — and I don’t suppose Lavender and Ron know either. Whenever
he’s done at the Ministry. But they’ll be here by dinnertime unless there’s an emergency —
Ronald doesn’t like to miss meals, especially not when it’s Rose’s cooking.”

“Yes, it’ll be quite the production. Old Sarah’s even coming up for a bit to help — well, to sit in
the kitchen and tell Rose what she’s doing wrong, anyway. Is there anything I can do for you,
Hermione?”

“No, thanks, Tim; not at the moment. I’ll be up in the drawing room to greet the children
when they come. Don’t forget, we’re going to let them decorate the tree tonight. Perhaps you
could fetch the ornaments during dinner? You might ask Rose to make some unbuttered
popcorn for popcorn-and-cranberry garlands for the trees out in front of the house as well.
And make sure she leaves the icing of the Christmas biscuits for the children to do — that
should keep them out of trouble for hours.”

“She’ll not forget that. She loves having them all working in her kitchen.”

Hermione laughed as she turned and climbed the stairs. “Better her than me!”

She stood at the doorway of the drawing room for a moment, admiring the fragrant fir boughs
adorned with tiny silver bells that the house-elves had attached to the cornice and the huge fir
at the far end of the room. Green and silver; Severus would like that. Her smile dimmed a
little as her eyes turned to the tiny woman sitting with her feet up on the sofa by the fire. She
wore robes as silvery as her hair, and a fluffy white shawl over her shoulders and lap, her face
lined and worn by recent sorrow. Her eyes brightened, however, as she looked up and caught
sight of her daughter.

Hermione approached her guiltily. “Sorry I missed lunch, Mum; I had Daisy bring me a
sandwich. I was making Pepper-up Potion. We’ll need it with the children here. They’re bound
to catch cold.”

“That’s all right, darling,” Charlotte answered with a gentle smile. “I’m glad you feel up to
brewing again. Lily and Molly kept me company, and the elves carried me here to help you
receive the children when they arrive. They’ll all be along any moment. What do you think of
the robes? Daisy transfigured them for me.”

“You look lovely, Mum. Like an angel with fluffy wings. What are you reading?”

“I’m not. I was looking at this picture Daisy found in your father’s desk — the one Colin took
after the ceremony where you all got your Orders of Merlin. You all look so young — even
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Severus, although Robert and I thought he was so old for you at the time.” She shook her
head. “And we were so proud of you, darling, earning a First Class Order, even though we
didn’t understand quite how special it was then.” She handed the large, framed photograph of
waving young people to her daughter.

Hermione snorted, seating herself in the armchair by her mother’s head. “Well we did earn it,
even if Harry and Ron essentially had to bring down Rufus Scrimgeour’s Ministry to get us up
on that platform. I’ve never seen Severus so angry before or since, and that’s saying a great
deal. But it all came right in the end. Marjorie was a far better Minister than Rufus ever was,
though neither of them had Ron’s instincts.”

Hermione held the picture out so her mother could see it, and smiled fondly at the red-headed
boy. “Doesn’t Ron look proud? He was devastated about his arm, you know, but he’d really
found his calling the night before. Even Severus was impressed by the way he outflanked
Scrimgeour. And of course no Auror could possibly have accepted the Order after what Neville
said about his parents. That’s why Ron appointed him Deputy Minister. He’s an invaluable
advisor — brilliant with people and just as principled as Ron is. We’re lucky to have them both
in the Ministry.”

Charlotte agreed. “I’d forgotten he and Lavender were already together. They’re holding
hands.”

“Yes, of course they were. They were both here over the Easter holidays, remember? They
just had a long engagement because Lavender was such a sensation as an actress. Once she’d
introduced the wizarding world to Shakespeare, her audiences wouldn’t let her stop.”

“And I take full credit for that,” Charlotte said smugly. “I took her to see the Royal
Shakespeare Company in London during our first winter at Hogwarts. She borrowed my
Complete Plays the next day, and took it from there. And her binding was like a fairy tale, with
Lavender so breathtakingly beautiful, and Ron the youngest-ever Ministry Department Head at
twenty-four.’

“That’s right. Wizard-Muggle Relations, wasn’t it? I remember, because he used to come to
Hogwarts all the time and ask you and Dad questions.”

“He did finally learn how to use a mobile phone, though it took us an entire weekend.” She
smiled down at the picture. “Harry and Ginny were bound before they were — he’d only had a
year of Auror training and she’d just begun working on her mediwitch certificate, I think. That
was the first binding we attended, after viewing yours, and it was beautiful, too. They had
almost as many sparks as you did. But I suppose all bindings are beautiful — it’s such a lovely
ritual.”

“Yes, we started a whole new fashion, didn’t we? And Ron encourages them, since they’re
good for the birthrate.”

They both looked up when the flames in the nearby fireplace turned green, and Hermione
rose, setting the photograph on the mantelpiece.

Three black-haired boys tumbled out of the fire, all laughing uproariously. Two of them were
exactly alike, with sparkling black eyes and straight hair, though one wore Slytherin robes and
the other Ravenclaw. The third, in Gryffindor robes, had Hermione’s own brown eyes, and
wavy hair with a huge Snape nose. They all bowed to her and then to her mother, smothering
their chuckles.

“So,” Hermione said, “you three have survived your first term at Hogwarts. I only hope the
school has survived as well. What are you all laughing about?”

“Oh,” said the Ravenclaw. “Uncle Ron was in the Headmaster’s office, and he told us a really
funny joke.”

“Yeah, but we weren’t to tell you,” smirked the Gryffindor.

“He said you’d think it was disrespectful,” snorted the Slytherin.

“Did the Headmaster laugh?”
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“No.”

“Well, he sort of snorted.”

“He said we shouldn’t tell you either.”

“Then it probably was disrespectful,” Hermione said repressively. "And each of you in different
Houses! The Sorting Hat is wise to spread my grandchildren around, I suppose. I’m so glad
you’re a Gryffindor, Septimius. Now I’ve got two Gryffindor grandchildren, you and Juliet. And
your great-great-great-grandfather Septimius was a Gryffindor, too.”

“I know. Grandfather introduced me to his portrait last summer. But I’m glad as well,”
Septimius said, sitting down and sneaking a mint from the dish on the table, “It’s a good
House. All my Thomas cousins in are Gryffindor. And of course Cousin Juliet is Head Girl, so
she counts double.”

“I agree,” Hermione smirked, “but then I was a Gryffindor Head Girl myself.”

The twins, Romulus and Remus, chortled. “No, she should count double because she’s our
double cousin.”

“What? What does that mean?” Septimius asked.

“It means,” Charlotte explained patiently, “that Juliet’s father — your Uncle Claudius —
married Lily Potter; and Lily’s sister, Molly, married your Uncle Titus, the twins’ father. So
Romulus and Remus are Juliet’s cousins through both their fathers and their mothers. But you
are cousins to all of them only through your fathers.”

“I see,” said Septimius. Because Mum’s a Weasley not a Potter. But why is my grandfather
Romulus and Remus’s Uncle Ron?”

Hermione laughed. “He’s their great Uncle, because their grandmother Ginny Potter is his
sister,” Hermione explained. “But all you cousins call him that, even the Malfoys, who aren’t
related at all, because their parents did. Harry and Ron were my best friends at Hogwarts, so
your parents all called them Uncle Harry and Uncle Ron. And Draco was Severus’s godson, so
they called him Uncle Draco. But now that our children have all married each other, some of
my grandchildren are real relations, and those that aren’t still use the titles; Aunt Ginny and
Aunt Lavender are the same.”

“But no one ever says Aunt Pansy,” said Romulus. “Why not?”

“Well,” Hermione said carefully, “Draco left Hogwarts when he married Pansy, and we didn’t
see so much of her.”

“But you wrote a book with him!” Remus said. “Two of my roommates are Muggle-born, and
they have to take Wizarding Culture, not Muggle Studies. They wouldn’t believe my
grandmother wrote their textbook, but Professor Malfoy told them you did.”

Charlotte smiled. “Your grandmother and Draco wrote that book because when Draco and his
mum taught Wizarding Culture, it was a brand new subject and there weren’t any textbooks.
They still use it because it’s an excellent book, even though it was a bit... controversial.”

That was an understatement, Hermione thought. There had almost been riots when Flourish &
Blotts published To the Muggle Born: Magical Manners for Mudbloods and put it in the window
of their Diagon Alley bookshop. Eventually, however, it sold a huge number of copies, helped
Muggle-born students fit into the wizarding world, and permanently took the sting out of the
word “Mudblood.”

Charlotte was showing the boys how to make genealogical charts when the fireplace flared
again and the three dark-blond children of Hermione’s daughter Titania stepped into the room.
The Malfoys were all Slytherins, of course. Cissy’s and Bella’s curtseys to their grandmother
and great-grandmother did honor to Narcissa’s training, and Agamemnon bowed. Agamemnon
looked over his cousins’ attempts at genealogy with the scornful superiority of a second-year
and a Malfoy heir. He’d spent hours with his father and Draco learning the family history from
the genealogy carved into the dining room wall. He knew all the stories, including why Bella
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was Isabella and not Bellatrix and his family’s complicated connection with Remus and Tonks
Lupin and their numerous children and grandchildren (none of whom were on the chart).

The excellent Quidditch weather visible through the windows soon distracted the boys from
their charts, however, and the two Slytherin boys challenged Romulus and Septimius to a
game. The Malfoy twins politely excused themselves to the library to see about their N.E.W.T.s
projects. They were, after all, Hermione’s grandchildren.

The next to arrive were Minerva and Charlotte, both fourth-year Ravenclaws and best friends
as well as cousins, and Helena, a fifth-year Hufflepuff. Hermione’s mother had a short
confidential chat with her namesake, while Hermione soothed Helena’s panic about her
O.W.L.s. (Luckily, Helena had inherited Hermione’s abilities as well as her insecurities.)
Minerva asked whether Romulus and Remus had arrived yet, and when she learned that they
had, she began to urge Charlotte to join her brothers at Quidditch.

Helena’s two sisters Flooed in together close behind them. Like Helena, Juliet, the Head Girl,
and Portia, a second-year Hufflepuff, had Hermione’s bushy brown hair and Harry’s emerald
green eyes, like their mother Lily, and that other Lily, Harry’s mother.

Like Cissy and Bella, Juliet was anxious to get to the library, which had far better books on
Charms than the Hogwarts Library. Charlotte Granger was looking rather weary, so Hermione
encouraged the younger girls join the boys’ Quidditch game.

“Can I get you something, Mum? Maybe an early cup of tea?” At her mother’s tired nod,
Hermione called Daisy, but it was Rose who brought the tea.

“There’s chamomile in it, Charlotte, dear,” the cook said, wiping her hands on her apron, “you
have a cup as well, Hermione. It helps one deal with huge numbers of excited children. I’ll
leave the pot with a warming charm and some extra cups. I’ve just taken another to Lily and
Molly. They’re out on the back terrace to watch the Quidditch.”

Hermione smiled as they sipped their tea quietly. Harry’s daughters were Quidditch fiends, of
course, and their younger brother played for France. She was reminded of their father’s first
practice with Severus, while she and Septimius had sat on the same terrace and had their first
long conversation. The old man had been pleased that Severus had “someone to play with,”
she remembered sadly. He'd said he didn’t want the next generation of Snapes to grow up
alone. They certainly hadn’t, she thought with a wry smile and the next generation was even
more of a mob.

Claudius was the most scholarly of the triplets. He’d been a Ravenclaw, and brilliant at
Potions. His parents had invented potions for practical purposes; but like Septimius, Claudius
made potions just to make potions, and then worked out what they might do. One of his
creations repaired mental spell damage and had helped Neville’s parents so much that they
now lived again at Longbottom Hall. Still somewhat incapacitated, they knew who they were
and, most importantly, who Neville was, and they were extremely proud of his role in
defeating Voldemort and his important position in the Ministry. Another of Claudius’s potions,
an incredibly complex one, could be used to transfer inherited magic from pure-blood families
to Muggle-born witches and wizards, just as Septimius had shared his with Hermione, but long
before death. Rituals were becoming common in which Muggle-borns joined pure-blood
families by absorbing small quantities of their magic. These magical adoptions prevented the
dying out of the old family lines and ensured the preservation of their ancient magical and
family traditions. It also created close ties between pure-bloods and the Muggle parents that
greatly reduced anti-Muggle prejudice.

Claudius had apprenticed in Germany and then returned to Hogwarts to teach his father’s
Potions classes. By then, Minerva had become Headmistress, and she’d given Severus Defense
Against the Dark Arts, which he’d taught happily until becoming Headmaster five years
previously. (Hermione had been surprised that Severus was so keen to continue teaching, but
he’d found that when he wasn’t forced to teach, it was far more satisfying.) Soon after his
return, Claudius had married Harry Potter’s eldest daughter, Lily. They and their daughters,
Juliet, Helena, and Portia, lived at Hogwarts during term and at Houndsnape Hall otherwise.
He’d been appointed Head of Ravenclaw the previous summer.
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Titus had looked most like Severus, but in character he was more like his mother. Like her,
he’d done very well in all of his subjects at Hogwarts, where he’d been a Hufflepuff and Head
Boy; but he had found no special interest or focus. Always intrigued by Muggles, he’d been a
special favorite of Charlotte and Robert, who had taught Muggle Studies throughout his
schooldays. After graduation, he’d moved to London and lived a mostly Muggle life for almost
ten years, working on the stock exchange and acquiring credentials in law and accounting.
Ultimately, he returned to the magical world, mostly to woo and marry Molly Potter, the
younger sister of his brother’s wife.

Titus now worked with Agamemnon Rookwood, specializing in the legal and financial
boundaries of the magical and Muggle worlds, ensuring that Muggle-born witches and wizards
negotiated the boundary smoothly. He and Molly had opened Snape Park in Suffolk, and were
well known and well liked by their Muggle neighbors, who were slightly puzzled that Titus
never took the train into London like the other men and that he and Molly sent their children
to a no-name school in Scotland rather than one of the prestigious preparatory schools that
they could obviously afford. Minerva (Mindy, in Suffolk) and the twins, Romulus (Rodney) and
Remus (Reginald), had magical friends at school and Muggle friends at home and negotiated
the boundary between their two worlds with ease and grace.

Aurelius, Hermione’s Gryffindor son, had been the real surprise. He was a quiet, intuitive child
and had an erratic career at Hogwarts, excelling in Arithmancy, Runes, and, to his parents’
disgust, Divination, but earning terrible grades in everything else. Like Titus, he had lived in
the Muggle world for a while after graduation, taking a university degree and a doctorate in
Philosophy. He taught at Oxford for three years, bringing home hair-raising stories of
academic politics to compare with those that his father and brother described in the wizarding
world. Just as he’d appeared settled for life, however, he was offered a job as an Unspeakable.
Hermione had no idea what he did, but he apparently did it well, since four years ago he had
succeeded Louise Rookwood Weasley as Department Head. Hermione tried from time to time
to entice him to discuss the things she’d seen in the Department of Mysteries during the battle
there or to talk with him about her experience with time-turners and prophecies, but Aurelius
just smiled gently and changed the subject. Her inability to find out anything about her son’s
work was a source of endless amusement to Severus and her other children.

Soon after starting his job at the Ministry, Aurelius moved into Snape House, the large
Georgian house on a beautiful square in Muggle London where Titus had lived until his
marriage to Molly. He soon began to be seen at the more expensive restaurants in Diagon
Alley with Miranda Weasley, the outrageously beautiful younger daughter of Ron and
Lavender, a singer with fiery red hair and a resonant voice like her father’s, who had taken
both Muggle and magical London by storm. Their daughter Charlotte had inherited a good deal
of her mother’s beauty, but their son seemed to be a throwback to the Snape family, with a
nose that the older generation recognized immediately as Septimius’s. He’d been named after
the old man in consequence.

Titania, Hermione and Severus’s only daughter, had been born four years after her brothers
and was sorted into Slytherin — to Hermione’s infinite relief, since Severus had whined
constantly about the Sorting Hat’s spiteful avoidance of his own House in sorting their sons).
As a child she’d been so intrigued by the Dark Arts books in the Houndsnape Hall library that
Severus and Harry worried she might be seduced by their destructive powers. However, she
applied her understanding of Dark spells and potions to Defense with great success. She’d
grown to be a beautiful young woman with her father’s dramatic flair. Like her godfather,
Harry, she trained as an Auror. She passed her final exams with the highest scores on record,
and wore her sapphire Auror’s cloak with pride and élan.

During her training, she’d married her old Housemate Robert Lucius Malfoy, Draco’s only son
and her Granger grandparents’ godson, but she continued to work as an Auror, taking only
brief leaves for the birth of her three children, Narcissa, Isabella, and Agamemnon. Draco and
his mother adored her and the couple had settled happily into domestic life at Malfoy Manor.
Luckily, Pansy had begun to live predominantly at the Malfoy villa in southern France, where
her son visited her, alone, from time to time. Robert was the enthusiastic country squire that
Draco could never be, and Hermione and Severus found him rather dull. Still, Titania loved
him, and their children seemed to be turning out well. To give the growing family more room
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at Malfoy Manor, Draco had returned to Hogwarts to teach Transfiguration and he’d taken over
as Head of Slytherin when Severus became Headmaster.

“Will Narcissa be coming?” Charlotte asked, pulling her daughter out of her reverie. “I haven’t
seen her since your father’s funeral, and we didn’t talk much then.”

“Yes, she’s anxious to talk with you, as well. Pansy’s coming, too — her first time at
Houndsnape Hall — and I do hope Draco and Narcissa can keep her in line. She’s not subtle —
Severus says she was sorted into Slytherin on pure-blood arrogance alone. But I don’t want
Cissy, Bella, and Agamemnon to feel they must choose between their grandmothers.”

“And the Weasleys?”

“They’re all having Christmas at the Burrow. Ron and Ginny and the children may go over for
Christmas dinner. But they’ll all be here for our Anniversary Ball on New Year’s Day. I’ve
asked everyone over fifteen. It’s going to be huge, and….”

The fireplace turned green again, and a tall, dark, elegant figure, smelling of smoke and
wearing badly torn and burnt Hogwarts teaching robes walked out of it. Hermione rose to
greet her son, hugging him tightly and looking into the warm brown eyes that were so like her
own and her mother’s. He kissed her on the cheek, and then bowed to his grandmother and
went to kiss her, too. He looked extremely weary.

“Poor Claudius!” Charlotte exclaimed sympathetically. “You look like you’ve had a horrible
day.”

He nodded grimly. “I hope Fred and George Weasley are coming to your Anniversary Ball,
Mum,” he growled, “so I’ll have the chance to murder them. Their new fireworks are charmed
to chase moving objects, and some clever third-year Gryffindors had the brilliant idea of
setting them off just as the Express left Hogsmeade so they’d follow the train. Draco and I had
to summon our brooms and chase the Express halfway to London — huge multicolored
dragons and hippogriffs that spelled out naughty words when we banished them. Nothing that
could remotely pass for Muggle products! I sent a message to Tonks Lupin; there will be a lot
of Obliviates needed, I’m afraid. The little Gryffindor beasts will have weekly detentions with
Uncle Draco for the rest of the year,” he said with satisfaction. “They’ll regret the day they
were born, of course, but that doesn’t make me any less tired.”

“Sit down, dear, and have a restful cup of tea before your children and their cousins descend
upon us again.”

As they contemplated the return of the children, the fireplace flashed green once more, and
Draco Malfoy appeared, immaculately dressed in deep magenta dress robes. He went
immediately to kiss Charlotte and give her a gentle hug. “How’s my favorite little Muggle this
afternoon?” He asked, blowing a kiss to Hermione as he settled himself on the end of
Charlotte’s sofa, took her feet into his lap, and began rubbing them gently.

“Bless you, Draco. That feels wonderful.” Charlotte lay back against the arm of the sofa and
closed her eyes.

Draco smiled gently at the tired face and then turned to Hermione. “And how are you,
Granger? Wand in dueling position, prepared to defend your home?”

She laughed. “All the children are already here, actually, though most of the parents are still
in hiding. The fireplace has been quite busy today.”

“I meant my wife, actually — the only witch in Britain that still uses the word ‘Mudblood’
without quotation marks. Pansy won’t be here for another hour, though. She’ll wait with
Mother and Robert to Apparate when Titania gets back from the Ministry. Are Potter and
Ginevra here yet?”

“They’re Portkeying from Marseilles at five, I think. Molly and Titus came this morning — she’s
on the back terrace with Lily, watching the children; and Titus is meeting Aurelius and Miranda
to do some Christmas shopping in Diagon Alley. They’ll be back around five, too, and that will
be all of us.

Claudius looked up. “James Sirius and Eugenie aren’t coming?”
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Hermione sighed. “No, Ginny said they’re spending the holidays with Elizabeth and Jean Yves
in Paris. The twins and their families will be back from Jakarta, and they haven’t all spent the
holidays together for two years, so I didn’t press it. The Potter’s youngest boy is only three,
too, which is a tricky age for Portkeys. They’ll come for the Ball, though. And Emma and Clive
will come for that, too; Lavender said they’re spending the holidays with Dean and Parvati — a
tremendous relief, really, since I think we’d have to put some of the children up with the
house-elves if they brought their eight. Honestly, Emma is her grandmother all over again.”

Claudius laughed. “Aurelius says Miranda calls her big sister ‘Emmolly’. Though one can see
the temptation — they’re such beautiful children.”

Draco shuddered. “And all of them Gryffindors. The house is almost entirely made up of
Thomases these days. Far too many Gryffindors here already — I assume you’re having Luna
and Colin Creevey and their brood for the Ball? They’re all Gryffindors, too.”

“Of course,” Hermione said. “Though Luna was Ravenclaw, actually. They’re no worse than
you and Pansy and Robert and Titania, really; they just have more children. Now, Claudius,
darling, you’d better change, and see if there’s anything the house-elves can do about the
holes in that robe. I presume that’s why you’ve worn it home. And you’ve got a smudge on
your nose. You’ll want to wash it off and set a good example for the children.”

He snorted but hurried off obediently, and a few minutes later Rose and Daisy appeared with
more tea, followed by the younger children proudly bearing hand-decorated gingerbread
biscuits. Rose gave them their own tea at a large comfortable table at the far end of the room,
and left the smaller platter of biscuits for the adults.

Hermione notice that, despite the noise of excited children, her mother had gone to sleep.
“Did Severus say when he’d be back?” she asked Draco quietly.

“He said I was to tell you that he’d be meeting with a school governor until about five,” Draco
answered in an equally low voice. “Actually, he’s playing chess with the Weasel. As Minister of
Magic, he’s an ex-officio governor, so Severus wasn’t really lying.”

“Of course not.” Hermione smiled. “Ron’s so popular with the younger generation they won’t
get any peace for chess here.”

“Oh, and I was also to tell you that Weasley has talked Severus into inviting Longbottom here
for the holidays, since he’d have been alone, otherwise. Severus has forbidden him the potions
laboratory, however.”

Hermione looked puzzled. “But why would Neville be alone? What about his parents?”

“They’re having Christmas with Alice’s brother, Alfie, and Neville can’t stand him. He was
planning stay by himself at Longbottom Hall, which even I admit is a fairly daunting thought.
Ron wants to keep his chief political strategist happy. And Severus is playing matchmaker.
He’s issued a last minute invitation to Professor Bones, the woman he’s hired as the Herbology
instructor, now that Sprout has finally bowed to the inevitable and run off with Flitwick.”

“Don’t be silly, Draco, they’ve been married for the last seventy-five years. Obviously, after
his retirement she wouldn’t want to teach any longer either. I remember Severus mentioning
Sandra Bones. He said she was a lot like Susan. Neville always liked Susan.”

“She’s Susan’s second cousin, and Amelia Bones’ granddaughter,” Draco said promptly,
knowing his pure-blood families. “She was a first year in my last year teaching Wizarding
Culture, and she’s quite as bright as Susan was. But she’s fifteen years younger than Neville. I
can’t imagine it will work. I mean, that’s a huge age difference.”

Hermione laughed softly. “Severus is twenty years older than I am, and I married him when I
was eighteen. Sixty-seven and fifty-two are practically the same age.”

“Yes, but we’re used to you. This is disgusting. It’s Longbottom.”

“Not at all; if it works, Neville’s family will be ecstatic. Timothy?” The elf appeared promptly.
“Sorry, Tim, but Severus has asked two last-minute guests. Have we got two rooms, quite
near each other, on the... on the spring courtyard, I think.”
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Timothy frowned in thought. “There’s only one room left on the spring courtyard, Mistress.
Daffodil. It’s a bit... um... yellow, but it’s directly across from Spruce, on the winter courtyard,
which is empty.”

“That’s perfect. May-December,” she said with a glance at Draco. “Put Neville in Spruce and
Miss Bones in Daffodil, please. I assume Miss Bones will be arriving by Floo from Hogwarts.
I’m not sure about Neville.”

“He’s Apparating with Ron and Lavender. Splinch himself, probably.”

“Behave, Draco.” She turned back to the elf. “At least the Weasleys probably won’t be too late
then. Thanks a lot Timothy. I’m sorry it’s so last-minute.”

“The more, the merrier, Mistress. I live to serve.” Timothy sighed and disappeared.

Draco shook his head. “I don’t know why you and Severus put up with such insolent elves.
Pansy wouldn’t tolerate them for a moment.”

Hermione sighed. “Timothy grew up with Severus, Draco. How could he not be sarcastic? Now,
you must tell me if there’s anything I need to know about Pansy — what I can do to smooth
things over?”

“Nothing. She’s going to be horrible to you, especially when she sees the house. She was after
Severus, you know; that was her main problem with you — not the Mudblood thing. I was
definitely her second choice.”

“Not Harry?” Hermione laughed. “He’s still got the scar on his shoulder from when Voldemort
taunted him about ‘your darling Pansy.’ He was laughing so hard his Shield Charm blinked.
Lavender has such a wonderful sense of the ludicrous.”

Draco sighed. “Pansy’s been in England for the last month or so, terrorizing Mother and owling
me daily to come home and take care of her — she even sent three or four Howlers, though
thankfully Severus casts a wicked Silencio, so I’ve no idea what they said. He invited her to
visit me at Hogwarts, but she won’t set foot in the place, thank Merlin.”

“Oh, dear. Titania must be beside herself.”

“No, Pansy’s backed off Titania of late. Your daughter can be scary. She’s rather like Aunt
Bellatrix, but without the easy option of calling the Aurors and having her carted off to
Azkaban if she gets out of hand. Pansy’s being very, very careful. If I were you, I’d put Titania
near Charlotte, and put my mother nearby, too.” He looked fondly at the sleeping woman
beside him. “They’ll protect her. And you can put Pansy next to Severus, at the other end of
the table. That’ll distract her — it’ll drive him nuts, but it’ll keep her out of our hair, and he
may even find her heavy-handed attempts at flirtation amusing. I know I did for the first few
years.”

“Any other requests? Who do you most want to talk with Draco?”

“Put me next to Ginevra, please,” he said promptly. “We always have interesting
conversations, and it annoys Potter no end.”

~*~

“Well, that was an interesting dinner.” The Boy Who Lived moved across the terrace and
joined Hermione in her contemplation of the Quidditch pitch.

She looked up and smiled. “Not so terrible, Harry. After all, Pansy didn’t really start in until
Ron took the children off to decorate the tree. I’m sorry I put you next to her, but Severus
wanted to talk to you, and Draco suggested I put Pansy by him — she still respects him, if no
one else in the house. Never mind that all my grandchildren are technically pure-bloods.”

“No, actually, Hermione, I meant that seriously. It was an interesting, delicious, wonderful
dinner.” Harry’s green eyes glinted. “Severus has just offered me the Defense position at
Hogwarts, and I’m very tempted. It would be nice to come back.”

Hermione looked at him in surprise. “But I thought you and Ginny loved Marseilles!”
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“The city, yes, but Beauxbatons has always seemed far too genteel for us. It was a wonderful
challenge when I left the Aurors and Madam Maxime suggested I start a Defense program, but
in twelve years, it’s never really taken hold. They don’t have our history — evil takes more
bureaucratic forms there, and parrying hexes isn’t a very useful skill. I mean, Elizabeth has
the Order of Merlin and all, but it’s really appropriate that her contribution to the final battle
was a beautifully harmonized lullaby.”

“It was a spell, Harry, and a very complicated and effective one. It doesn’t all have to be blood
and swords.”

“I know that of course. Don’t get me wrong — Elizabeth and Yves did a fine job of raising the
twins and Eugenie, and they’re wonderful co-grandparents. But they’re gentle people. I just
think the students at Hogwarts are more receptive to what I could teach them.”

“What about Angelina? Severus was surprisingly enthusiastic about her, considering that she’s
a Gryffindor. I was certain he’d renew her contract.”

“She’s been great, he says, as I would have expected. But she’s remarrying next summer — a
man in Gringott’s Innsbruck office — and she wants to live with him there. He’s apparently got
a spectacular house in the mountains. And Madam Pomfrey is retiring, too, in a year or two.
She’s always liked the Cotswolds, and she’s clearly poured enough Pepper-Up Potion down
students’ throats for several lifetimes at this point. So Ginny would come in as her assistant
and take over when she leaves.”

“Do you think she could put up with Draco?” Hermione asked hesitantly. The two were rather
prone to argue.

“Oh, they love taunting each other. He makes her angry, and then I get to soothe her. It
works out quite nicely.” He smiled rather dreamily.

“And you’d abandon your son and heir to the flesh-pits of Paris?”

“Not entirely, of course. We could open the house at Grimmauld Place again, and have James
Sirius and Eugenie and the boys up for holidays here sometimes. The neighborhood’s been
gentrified, and it’d be quite pleasant to live there now. It would be hard to leave Hagrid, of
course, but we could visit. Here, we’d see more of Molly and Lily and all our Snape
grandchildren, and Ginny’s parents and brothers, too. She’d like that. And we’d see you and
Ron and Lavender. It’d be like old times.”

“Well, not quite. You’d be working for the greasy git — don’t forget that.”

“Yeah, Ron says he still complains about that stained glass window of yours in his office. Albus
won’t take it down, and Severus can’t. He says that, thanks to you and Albus, he has to spend
every day looking at his two greatest enemies — Voldemort and me.”

“And you know how seriously he means that, Harry. Have you seen Albus yet?”

“No, we’ll spend a week with Minerva and Agamemnon after New Year’s, so we’ll see him then.
Minerva’s last owl said he was getting very frail.”

“Well, two hundred and three is extremely old, even for a wizard. But they’re all coming for
the Ball. I take Mum to see him from time to time, and they cheer each other by sharing
complaints about the infirmities of old age and speculating about the Great Beyond.”

“I was sorry about Robert, Hermione. Your mum seems older since he died. Tired.”

“I know. I don’t think she’ll be with us much longer. Ninety-eight is pretty old for a Muggle;
Dad lasted to a hundred and seven, through the miracle of magical medicine, he used to say,
but I don’t think Mum will. I know she wants to be around for little Charlotte’s graduation in
two years, but I don’t know if she’ll make even that. She misses Dad dreadfully, though Draco
comes by at least once a week, and he always cheers her up.”

Harry put an arm around her shoulder and Hermione sniffed back her tears. “It’s the hardest
part of being Muggle-born, Harry — when Minerva arrived to explain my Hogwarts letter, she
looked twenty years older than Mum. And now Mum is a frail old woman, and Minerva looks
just the same as she did then. Better, really, since she moved to London with Agamemnon.
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She loves all the plays and concerts, although she doesn’t get out as much now that Albus is
living with them.”

“Do you have any idea what you’ll do, after?” Harry asked carefully. “Go back to the charmed
jewelry business?”

“I don’t think so. Lavender’s done well with it by herself, though I still give her a bit of help
with the charms. I suggested she invite Juliet to come in as a partner when she graduates.
Transfiguration is her second best subject, so she can help Lavender with that part as well —
she’s quite an artistic child.”

“Like you were. Ginny still wears that lovely silver necklace you made her constantly — you
remember, the one with the three calm-and-patience-charmed garnets that match her hair?
She says it’s the only thing that gets her through the first Quidditch practices every fall. Would
you go back to Gringotts, then? I’m sure they’d love to have you.”

“No, twenty-five years there was more than enough, I think. I hated traveling all over and
having to do quadruple Apparitions to get back to Severus and the children. That’s why
Lavender and I started making jewelry in the first place; she was tired of being on stage and
in the papers, and I was tired of Apparating and dealing with goblins. No, I’d really rather
move on to something different. I thought maybe the Department of Mysteries, but I had one
of my frustrating little conversations with Aurelius last month, and he implied that there’s
nothing for me there. He said I was far too practical.”

“So what would you like to do?” Harry looked out at the Quidditch field, but she could hear the
concern in his voice.

“Well, I’ve been doing research on analytical charms since I came back here to look after Mum
and Dad. You know, ways of investigating potions and magical objects, identifying trace
amounts of magical activity, organizing information to identify patterns. It’s a lovely, subtle
branch of Charms, touching on Arithmancy and Ancient Runes — all that stuff I’ve always
loved. And there’s a lot of room for development.”

“It sounds like the sort of thing that Albus is so good at.”

“He was, yes, though, it wasn’t really learned. I’d like to develop charms to do the same sort
of thing he did by instinct and intuition. But somehow it doesn’t seem useful enough.
Interesting, yes, and of course I can afford to simply follow my own interests, but I miss the
stimulation of other people and of problem solving. It would be lonely just working alone here,
without Mum to keep me company; and even now, she sleeps so much... And Lily stays at
Hogwarts with Claudius all term, now that all the children are there. I mean, I love Rose and
the other elves, but their interests are all so... domestic. I’d go mad.”

“You could always stay at Hogwarts with Severus. It would make his offer more attractive to
us, of course. And he’d like it.”

“Though he’d never say so. No, I tried that, after my apprenticeship with Filius, and it doesn’t
work. If you aren’t on the staff, you are constantly being left out of things. Not intentionally,
mind. It’s just that the students are so much the center of things... the whole educational
enterprise... everyone was so busy and happy, and I wasn’t in it. And I’m too insecure not to
mind. You’re lucky that Ginny can be part of the community. The two of you will be happy
there, I think.”

“Severus says Ginny will have to be Madam Weasley, so the children don’t get confused with
too many Potters.”

“Yes, Severus hides the family relationships, just as Albus and Minerva always did. Did you
ever realize that Sprout and Flitwick were married? I didn’t. And Claudius, of course, now
answers to Severus’s mother’s surname. He’s ‘Professor Prince.’ Any fool can see that they’re
father and son, but...”

“Ah hah! Just as I thought,” a silky voice behind them surprised them both. “I knew you two
miscreants would slink off somewhere together. Unhand my wife, Potter.”
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Harry lowered his arm and stepped away hastily, and Hermione was folded into the warm
embrace of her husband, who chuckled happily.

“You actually look guilty Potter. Sorry to have startled you. I assume you’re talking about that
first Christmas we all spent here, back in 1997. I’ve been thinking about it all day.”

Hermione smiled up at him. “I have been, too. I always come out here this time of year to
think about that. It’s hard to believe it’s been fifty years. But then Harry told me about your
offer, so we’ve been talking about that and... other things. Why didn’t you tell me?”

He smirked. “Because I wanted to ask him myself, and I knew you’d spoil my surprise.
Gryffindors can’t keep secrets.”

“Hermione’s kept plenty of secrets,” Harry objected, defending his friend. “Like your marriage,
and all those prophecies, and...”

“Bagatelles,” Severus said dismissing them with a wave. “But perhaps I shall offer you a test.
If I tell you two a real secret, do you think you can keep it from everyone?”

“Even Ron?” Hermione asked.

Severus looked a little shamefaced. “Well, no; I’ve discussed it with Weasley already. He’s a
politician — an honorary Slytherin. I knew I could trust him. But no one else. Not Ginny, not
Lavender, not Draco. Not the children. Not the house-elves.”

“Not Mum?”

“Especially not Charlotte. Not until I’m sure.”

Harry and Hermione exchanged glances and then nodded.

Severus lowered his voice confidentially. “It’s that Filius’s replacement is not working out.
Ahmed Waleed — from Casablanca, you remember — he’s brilliant, but he doesn’t push the
students, and he hates the cold and the dark of Scotland in the winter. He’s got a four-year
contract, but I think he’ll probably resign at the end of this year.”

Severus turned Hermione in his arms to face him, and took a deep breath. “If he does, I want
you to take the position, love. The Board of Governors approved the offer last winter, and they
would again. I know you couldn’t consider it when Robert was failing, but I really think it
would do Charlotte good. There’s plenty of room for three in the Headmaster’s tower, and
Rose and Timothy could come along, and maybe some of their children. Charlotte would see
more of Draco and little Charlotte, and all her great-grandchildren. And it would be... pleasant
for me, having you there. What do you think?”

Hermione stood very still. “I’d take it, Severus,” she said slowly, “if Mum agreed. I’ve always
wanted to teach at Hogwarts, but with Filius there, it wasn’t a possibility. It was hard to say
no last winter, but with Dad in such pain, and Mum and I so miserable, I just couldn’t. It was
the right decision, then, but I’d take it now. And with Harry and Ginny there, it would be
wonderful.”

Severus looked at her with mock sternness. “You’d have to be Professor Granger, you know.
And no wiping smudges off Professor Prince’s nose at the High Table.” Severus’s eyes were
dancing.

“Well someone should. Honestly, Claudius is as bad as Ron ever was. Did you see him this
afternoon? Those robes!”

“Yes, but they’d had a very difficult morning — Draco was unusually eloquent about the
horribleness of Gryffindors. And Potions is hardly a clean sport. Oh, and you won’t be allowed
to pick lint off the Headmaster’s robes, either.”

“Of course not. No lint dares fall on your robes.” She smirked at him.

Harry chimed in. “And no smoothing my hair.”

“Don’t be silly, Harry. Of course I can smooth your hair. You’re not family. It’s Ginny who
can’t. Perhaps we can work a trade: Ginny can de-smudge Claudius and fix any disorder
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Severus manages to fall into, and I’ll smooth your hair for her. This could work quite well,
actually.” She gave the two men a cheeky smile, and was a bit startled by the intensity of the
relief she saw in both their faces.

~*~

It was considerably later that night when Hermione made her way through the passage and
the door behind the cheval glass into Severus’s room. She felt elated, better than she had felt
in years. It was difficult not to be able to explain and share her enthusiasm — she’d told
Lavender it was just the thrill of having the internationally famous singing star, Miranda
Weasley Snape, leading the children’s Christmas carols in her drawing room. It was nice, and
even Pansy had stopped carping for a moment to enjoy them. But to be a Hogwarts
professor...

As her lanky husband emerged from the bathroom, she thought how much he resembled the
greyhounds carved atop the wainscoting. “Severus, why did you tell Ron, before you even told
me?”

He sighed and climbed into their bed next to her. “I didn’t. It was Ron’s idea. We’ve worried
about you, Hermione — you’ve never really settled. You did so well at so many different
things, just as we worried about with Titus, before he went into Muggle business. You’ve had
several successful careers, but none of your many achievements have seemed to make you
truly happy. I didn’t think you wanted to teach — when I returned to Hogwarts after the
battle, you didn’t once complain about giving up Potions classes. Not like Draco did.”

“Severus, I’d only taught for one week. I was eight months pregnant, my parents were in
hiding, you were groveling before Voldemort, I was keeping important secrets from every
friend I had, and we all thought that in a matter of weeks we’d be attacked by a madman and
most of us would die. How could I possibly have enjoyed teaching? I never realized how right
it would feel until you offered it to me last year. But it wasn’t just Dad that gave me pause — I
was afraid it would look like favoritism if you hired me. Otherwise I might have suggested you
hire someone temporary. I’m still a bit worried about that.”

“Don’t be ridiculous — with your reputation in Charms? You had the highest Charms N.E.W.T.
score since Dumbledore, created the spell that vanquished Voldemort, worked as Gringotts’
chief curse-breaker for a quarter century, and founded a company that produces
internationally famous and fabulously expensive charmed jewelry. The Board begged me to
convince you to come. I should have made that clearer at the time. Ahmed was definitely their
second choice. And mine and Filius’s.”

“Really? You both seemed so excited about him, that I was actually a little jealous. He’s really
well known and I thought he’d stay forever. But I never talked to Ron about it.”

“Yes, well, Ron is good at things like that. He thought that your unhappiness was about more
than just your parents, so he asked me if perhaps you could teach. When I told him you’d
never been interested in teaching, he laughed at me and pointed out that you’d spent seven
years teaching him and Harry all your classes, teaching Neville potions, and teaching Harry
spells for the Triwizard Tournament and the anti-Voldemort spells. He said you loved sharing
your knowledge — that’s what all the hand-waving was all about, he tells me, not showing off
as I’d always thought.” He smirked.

“Well, a little showing off, actually.” Hermione smiled guiltily. “I hated those long silences,
when no one had done the reading — it was such a waste of time, when you professors had so
much to teach us.”

“You were one of the few who appreciated that. But your love of knowledge is contagious, and
Ron pointed out that your insistence on explaining everything would be less an… er, I mean,
more acceptable, if you were a professor. He said the older you got, the more you reminded
him of Minerva. I’ve always thought that, too, but I’d never made the connection with
teaching and mentoring. You’ve always done that, though, haven’t you?”

“I’ve tried. But it’s been hard to teach the children or the grandchildren. I mean, I’m just
Mum, or Grandmother; I have no intellectual authority. And my friends resented it most of all.
So I’ve learned to watch and help where I can, but not interfere. I’ve been proud that I have
so much self-control these days.”
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“But it’s such a waste, Hermione! Why haven’t you said something? In any case, we’ll have
you teaching next year. Charms is your subject — and it’s so essential to understanding how
wand magic works. You’ll get the thrill of that first flying feather, every fall.”

“I’d really love that Severus, but what if he doesn’t resign?” She bit her lip. “I’m suddenly
depending on this far too much.” She looked at her husband worriedly.

“He’ll resign. Ron suggested I owl Bill and see if he can find a place for Ahmed in the Egyptian
office of Gringotts. It’s fascinating work, the climate is what he’s used to, and he speaks the
language, too. If Bill finds something, he’ll jump at the chance. Otherwise, the poor man will
simply find himself scheduled for endless midnight corridor patrols and all the coldest and
rainiest Hogsmeade visits and Quidditch games.”

“Spoken like the Slytherin you are,” said a silky voice from the foot of the bed.

“Oh, there you are, Septimius!” Hermione said. “I’d wondered where you’d got to tonight!”

“We were in the drawing room for the singing,” the portrait said, smiling. “Very nice indeed.
My young namesake has quite a nice voice. Tertius, Louisa, Helena, and I retired to that
banquet scene in the study for a light repast afterwards. Helena will be along in a moment —
she and Louisa are still gossiping.” He sighed. “So, Severus, you’ve finally decided to appoint
Hermione to the faculty? A wise decision, and long overdue, if you ask me.”

“I didn’t ask you, Great-grandfather, although perhaps I should have.” Severus looked
annoyed, although it wasn’t clear whether the source of his annoyance was his great-
grandfather or himself.

“Indeed, my boy. And you’d like to teach Charms, Hermione? It would make you happy?” The
sharp old eyes softened as they turned to her.

“Oh, yes, Septimius. Charms has always been my favorite subject, you know. I’ll always
remember teaching Ron the Wingardium Leviosa Charm our first year! He got really angry
when my feather floated and his didn’t, and then Seamus set his feather on fire and Harry had
to put it out with his hat. What fun to teach that lesson! Of course, there are all sorts of
useful, simple little charms that I could teach as well. They really need Lumos and Alohomora
far earlier than they appear in Filius’s syllabus. I taught Harry and Ron those as well. And...”

Severus sighed. “Hermione, love, there’ll be plenty of time to work it out. Don’t try to do it all
tonight. Remember, you have masses of grandchildren to cope with tomorrow.”

“Oh, but Severus! I’m far too excited to sleep!”

Severus leered at her, one eyebrow raised. “That’s my little Gryffindor lioness — always
jumping to conclusions! Who said anything about sleeping?”

Hermione squeaked happily as he pulled her against him.

“You’ve always been my Mistress of Charms,” her husband growled.

“Ah, young love!” Septimius murmured from the wall. He ostentatiously leaned his head
against his hand, closed his eyes, and began to snore. An obsidian glint was just visible
through his fingers.

“Voyeur!” Severus said in mock exasperation. He gave his wand two quick, complicated
swishes before setting it on the night table, and the heavy velvet curtains closed smoothly
around the bed.

And although the bed curtains shook from time to time, Septimius heard nothing more.

~o0o~

Author’s note: I’ve said over and over that this chapter would be the end of Severus and Hermione’s
romance, and so it is. They lived happily ever after, of course. But I’ve added one final discussion, which
took place later the same evening, to give you all a chance to see the Snape children together. Chapter 35
is short, and will definitely be the end. It is followed by a summary of the marriages and grandchildren of

Severus and Hermione’s children, and a restatement of the prophecies, for your reference.
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Chapter 35 – The Lioness's Cubs
~o0o~

Summary: After the carol singing, Severus and Hermione’s children discuss their parents and the
prophecies.

~*~

The drawing room was dark except for the embers of the dying fire. Suddenly, four figures
emerged one after another from the Pensieve that sat on the low table in front of the sofa.
Claudius, who appeared first, strode to the sideboard, and removed four glasses from a
drawer. “I think we could all use a drink after that,” he said, gesturing toward the crystal
decanter. “Aurelius?”

“Indeed.” Aurelius took a glass for himself and waited while Claudius poured a second. “I’ll get
yours, Titus, if you put a few more logs on the fire. I think we need to discuss this. And there’s
a bit more, as well.”

Claudius filled the other two glasses and carried them back to the table, setting them next to
the Pensieve. His sister had sprawled across the sofa, a dramatic picture of exhaustion and
amazement that became clearer as the logs caught fire and a sudden blaze of light flickered
across her face. Claudius observed her dispassionately for a moment, and then he heartlessly
pushed her feet off the sofa and sat down next to her, handing her a glass of the Firewhisky.
She sat up and took an exaggeratedly thirsty sip.

“What a sequence of memories!” she gasped. “That was amazing. Why has no one ever
thought to show them to us before?”

“Probably no one thought we’d be interested,” Titus said, turning away from the fire and
settling himself into an armchair. “After all, we all used to make fun of all that ‘heroes of the
wizarding world’ stuff.”

“Well, it was a bit hard to take when we were little,” Claudius said as Aurelius seated himself
in another armchair. “People stopping us on the street to thank Mum and Father. But that last
scene! I’d never realized how many people really were indebted to Father — all those Aurors
and people from the Ministry who he was able to warn, saving their lives and their families.
And all those spells Mum invented that Uncle Harry talked about; why hasn’t she ever told us
about that? And that horrible Umbridge woman. I remember meeting her with Mum in Diagon
Alley one day and she was sickeningly sweet. Mum almost hexed her. I was shocked at the
time, but I can see why, now.”

Aurelius smiled, shaking his head so that the firelight glinted off the silver hair at his temples
that Miranda found so distinguished. “Umbridge used to work at the Ministry, I think. Someone
once told me Rufus Scrimgeour’s greatest achievement was getting rid of her. But he was
truly unbelievable! I mean, mother and Uncle Harry? How weird would that be? What on earth
was he thinking?”

“The unbelievable part is that Rufus wasn’t weltering in his own blood within seconds,” Titania
said coolly, tossing her long black hair over her shoulder with an elegant shrug. “I’ve never
seen Father so angry or so controlled. I’ll never look at Rufus the same way again. Never.
What a fool!”

“He was an Auror, little sister.” Titus said austerely, looking down his huge Roman nose at
Titania and then smirking expressively as she threw a cushion at him. “And a politician.”

“That’s not fair, Titus,” said Aurelius. His black eyes glinted with amusement and he cast a sly
glance at his sister, “Not all politicians are fools. After all, it was Uncle Ron who gave me the
memories. Which reminds me... I’ll need to give them back to him.” He pulled five little jars
out of his robes, and began to scoop silvery strands out of the Pensieve with his wand, reading
the labels as he filled them. “Christmas Ball. Septimius’s will. Engagement party. Final battle.
Order of Merlin fiasco.”

“It was good of Ron to let us see them,” Titus agreed. “I didn’t know about half of that stuff.
It’s one thing to hear Binns natter on about Voldemort, but to see him fighting Father, and Bill
Weasley, Uncle Neville… and Aunt Minerva! She was scary. And I really enjoyed watching the
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engagement party. It was so wonderful to see Grandfather Granger again, so happy, strong,
and eloquent.” Titus’s black eyes were unusually soft.

Claudius nodded. “And Aunt Ginny was beautiful. She looked just like Lily did at that age. I’ve
never realized how much Lily looks like her mother, though she has her father’s eyes, of
course. But Albus Dumbledore didn’t seem very pleasant at all,” he added. “Particularly during
the will reading. What a crazy idea! Father told me once that he had tried to keep him and
Mum from marrying because Mum was a student, but that they’d ignored him. But I had no
idea it was anything that far-fetched. I.V.F. with a donor egg! Just think. If he’d had his way,
we’d never have been born.”

“Well, you three wouldn’t have been, anyway.” Titania sniffed. “Small loss.” She stood and
wandered to the tall window, where the snow had begun to drift down again. The room was
silent for a moment, and then she whirled to face her brothers. “But how peculiar! It’s still
dark out! We didn’t go into the Pensieve until almost midnight, and we saw hours and hours of
memories.” She glanced at her watch. “It’s only half past two! How did that happen? Do you
know Aurelius?”

Her brother smiled at her gently. “It’s a great mystery,” he intoned in a deep mystical voice.

“Oh, shut it,” Titania huffed, returning to the sofa. “Don’t give us that. We’re not Mum.”

Aurelius snorted. “It’s nothing special, actually. Pensieves always speed up memories a little —
you don’t notice it when you’re in them. I just added a little acceleration charm, since you, at
least, my dear sister, need your beauty sleep.” Titania twitched her wand and her brother’s
ears suddenly elongated into those of a donkey.

“Very nice,” Claudius laughed. “Can you give me the incantation for that, ‘Tania? It’d be really
useful at the next staff meeting.”

Her dark eyes glinted. “Classified information. But treat me respectfully, you three, or I’ll
teach it to your children.”

Aurelius cowered in mock terror, then swished his wand and his ears shrunk to their normal
size.

Claudius sighed. “I’ll get it from you eventually. But I’m still in shock from those memories,
particularly the battle. I had no idea Mum was so brilliant. And she was so young to be
pregnant with us. She was less than a year older than Juliet is now. I’d never quite realized
that.” He looked at his sister seriously. “But Merlin, she was brave! It’s pretty clear where
‘Tania gets her Defense skills from, isn’t it?”

“Very clear indeed,” Titus said, nodding. “And Father flirting with Mum at the Ball reminded
me of you, Claudius, although he would have killed any of us if we’d been that forward with
our dates. But what was the point of all this? It was nice to have seen it, but why did Uncle
Ron give these to you now?”

“Ah, well, you see. He gave me these memories because of some work I just completed,”
Aurelius explained. “He said that now that the prophecy was truly fulfilled, we should all know
about it.”

“The prophecy?” the others said in chorus.

“There were two prophecies, actually,” Aurelius said meditatively. Ron suggested we watch the
memories first so we’d have some idea about what they meant.” He pulled two glass globes
full of smoke out of his robes and set them on the table in front of him.

Titania gasped. “Those are prophecies! I remember Mum talking about how many they
destroyed during the battle her fifth year. She and Uncle Harry and the others knocked over
several cases full of them. She said it was really strange — crashing glass globes and ghostly
voices declaiming prophecies as they fought Death Eaters. But how did you get them?”

Aurelius smiled. “I run the Department of Mysteries now, you remember. But this is highly
confidential. Uncle Ron, Uncle Harry, Albus Dumbledore, Father, and Mum are the only ones
who know about these. Oh, and Uncle Draco knows the less important one, Ron said.”
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Claudius looked puzzled. “I thought you couldn’t take a prophecy unless it was about you. How
did you get it?”

“It doesn’t say so on the labels, but Ron said I’d be able to take them, and I was. They both
mention us, but they’re mostly about Mum — the Lioness. They were both made on the same
day, Valentine’s Day, 1996. The day Mum broke up with Ron, he said. Did you know they
dated at Hogwarts? I didn’t. Anyway, the first prophecy was made to Voldemort by a man
named Goyle, and the second was made to Dumbledore by Professor Trelawney, at exactly the
same moment, as far as they could determine.”

Aurelius tapped each globe in turn with his wand and, one after the other, robed figures
appeared above them and recited the prophecies made on that long ago day. The four listened
carefully.

“Well,” said Claudius, when Madam Trelawney had finished, “that explains a lot of what we’ve
just seen.”

“Indeed,” Titus said, nodding. “I assume that’s why Voldemort was so afraid of Mum. He
thought he’d by crippled by anything that crippled her, even before she cast the Empatho
Gravidas spell. So he didn’t let anyone hurt her.”

“And it probably explains why Dumbledore didn’t want Father to marry Mum," Claudius said.
"If he only heard the one about the Lioness and the Greyhound, it sounds like they’re both
Snapes. How is Mum a Snape heir?”

Aurelius looked at him sharply. “I think I can explain that. But what’s the Web Spinner bit?
Was it just the cord in the Empatho Gravidas? It’s not much of a web.”

“Oh, that’s clear. The spell’s still classified,” Titania said confidently. “It’s an amazing trapping
spell that can only be cast by women. Mum invented it, and a bunch of her friends did it at the
start of the battle and captured over fifty Death Eaters. That was what Harry was talking
about in the reception for the Order of Merlin.”

“I see,” Aurelius said. “Fifty? That’s pretty impressive, isn’t it? Otherwise the prophecy made
to Voldemort seemed pretty clear. Ron explained to me about Mum defying Dumbledore three
times. She convinced Harry and Ron to go with her to rescue Aunt Ginny against
Dumbledore’s orders, she married Father rather than having the I.V.F. that Dumbledore
ordered her to, and then she joined the battle when he’d forbidden it. And we saw one of the
times that he attacked her purity; when they discussed Great-great-grandfather Septimius’s
will. Uncle Ron must not have been there the other time.”

“I couldn’t believe that memory.” Titania said. “Albus Dumbledore has always been a very
gentle man, if a bit sad. I’ve always thought he went out of his way to be nice to Mum. But to
have said such a nasty thing about her for taking the necklace — I assume it was Great-great-
grandmother Helena’s? Anyway, I was astonished that Father did so little to defend her! What
on earth was wrong with him? Minerva was quicker to defend her than he was.”

Claudius shook his head. “I can see it. She was so young! And Father was not only a world-
weary spy, but her teacher. That’s a huge taboo, you know. He was probably afraid that if he
defended her, he’d look like he loved her.”

“But he did love her!” Titania said.

“That’s easy to see in retrospect, but I think he was trying to hide it, maybe even from himself
at the time.” Claudius nodded sadly. “Poor man. It’s hard to think of him being younger than
we are. But the really puzzling bit is in Sybil’s prophecy, where it twice says that Mum and
Father share an ‘age old magic.’ That shouldn’t be true; she’s a Muggle-born.”

“Yes, Madam Trelawney’s prophecy is clearly the most interesting,” Titus said meditatively.
“That’s the one that says the most about us anyway — we’re meant to ‘bring power to those
born of the powerless. And acceptance, too. Is that Muggle-borns?”

“Exactly,” Aurelius replied. “Many old texts use ‘powerless’ to mean ‘Muggle.’ And you have
given them power and acceptance with the Muggle-Magical Trusts, Titus, just as Claudius has
with his Magical Adoption Potion. And I shall tell you in confidence that I have been
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researching the origin of Muggle-born magic for the past decade, and I’ve recently arrived at
some interesting, practical conclusions.”

”Practical conclusions? From the Department of Mysteries?” Titus’s face was skeptical.

“Yes, of course.” Aurelius quelled his siblings with a look. “Now, this is entirely confidential,
mind, but I’ve always told you three more than I should have, and you haven’t yet cost me
my job, so I'll trust you to be just as discreet this time. Anyway, as I say, I’ve been studying
the transmission of magic, and it turns out that magic is completely earthbound. As the
inventors of the Death-Bed spell determined almost two thousand years ago, it is released by
the soul at death, unless it is transferred beforehand — and even the Death-Bed spell seems
to transfer only about a third of a person’s magic. It’s been suggested that this ‘free’ magic
was the source of Muggle-born magic, and my research has shown that it is.” Aurelius settled
with satisfaction into his chair, leaning his chin on steepled fingers.

“You see,” he continued, “this free magic breaks down into indivisible units of magic that we
call ‘hexas,’ after hexagram—because everyone has six of these at conception. At a normal
magical conception, four hexas of the wizard’s magic and two hexas of the witch’s are
combined, and they grow and multiply just as the cells of the body do. This may be the reason
that patriarchal traditions are so much stronger in the wizarding world than they are amongst
the Muggles — the male line does have more magical continuity. These tiny magical hexas
have traceable types, like a blood type or a genetic signature. There are twenty-five different
types of hexa prevalent in Britain, twenty of which are common on the continent as well.
These tend to be associated with some of the oldest families in Britain. We’ve given them
names based on the families where they predominate. There is a Snape type, which is
extremely rare, and almost unknown outside Britain. The four of us have predominantly Snape
hexas, though, as does Father. Oddly, Mum has a lot of it as well.”

“So that explains the ‘age-old magic’. I see. She essentially got it from the air.” Claudius
nodded with satisfaction.

“Well, it isn’t quite that simple….” Aurelius began, but Titus interrupted him.

“But how is this practical? How does it help Muggle-borns?”

Aurelius smiled. “Muggle-born witches and wizards happen when six hexas of magic happen to
combine at conception. Free magic hexas seem to be attracted by the conception of new life.
They build up over generations, and lots of Muggles have as many as four or five, but it takes
six to make a magical human. Rarely Muggle-borns are the result of a coincidental
combination of six free hexas, but more often they occur when two Muggles who have three or
four hexas each have children. Or, of course, a magical birth can result from a combination of
free hexas with hexas inherited from one or both parents. That’s why Muggle-borns frequently
have magical siblings, and why parents of Muggle-borns usually have enough magic in them to
see past anti-Muggle spells — for example, Grandmother and Grandfather Granger had no
difficulty seeing Hogwarts.”

“And Squibs? And witches or wizards with very low magical capacity?” Titania asked curiously.
Squibs had been a large problem in the Malfoy family in previous generations.

“Squibs result from too much magical purity. If there is no admixture of magic at all — if all
six hexas are of the same type, the magic doesn’t grow with the child at all. And with five of
the six hexas the same, growth is extremely erratic. That was the problem with that I.V.F.
procedure Dumbledore wanted Mum and Father to do. Only the mother’s magical hexas attach
to the fertilized egg, it turns out, and it tends to be the similar units that attach more easily.
Often not enough hexas attach, which actually results in Muggles, although we call them
Squibs. But if there are six hexas, they tend to be all of one kind, or mostly so. The procedure
works best if the mother has more than two or three hexas of two different types. That’s why
Eugenie, Michel, and Thierry Yves are magical — they have half Dumbledore and half Bourbon
magic, just as Aunt Elizabeth does.”

“This is fascinating, but how is it useful?” Titus asked again. “And how can you tell what the
types of someone’s magic hexas are, anyway?”



The Lioness Prophecies

375

“The mechanism that determines the types of the hexas is extremely complicated; it works
something like the Hogwarts student registry. But it’s an Unspeakable mystery; so I can’t give
you the details. The practical advantages of its use are huge. Rather than viewing Muggle-
born magic as something unconnected with that of older wizarding families, we will be able to
assign Muggle-born children magical adoptive parents based on the combination of magical
hexas they have inherited, and they will be able to learn the family history of their own magic.
Claudius’s potion could still be used to strengthen the bond. And since the Muggle parents will
usually have some of the family magic as well, they will be more closely tied to their child’s
magical relatives. Grandmother Granger, for example, has three units of Bones magic and one
of Lovegood. And Grandfather had two of Prewett, two of Weasley, and one of Bones.”

“This will be wonderful,” Titus said slowly. “The last pure-blood hold outs will no longer be able
to claim that Muggle-born adoptions are a travesty because they mix their age-old magic with
new, spontaneous magic. Well, there is no new, spontaneous magic. It’s all as old as Merlin —
older probably. The psychological effects on Muggle-borns will be tremendous. They’ll feel a
part of our world from the moment their Hogwarts letter arrives. And their parents will
probably be delighted. Excellent work, Aurelius!”

“Fascinating, Aurelius,” Claudius said excitedly. “If we tested before and after someone took
my Adoption Potion, we might be able to work out at last how that works, and what effect it
has on the drinker’s magic.

Titania looked interested as well. “And it could have security applications — since magic
doesn’t change with Polyjuice Potion, it could be used to detect imposters. Maybe I can discuss
this with Tonks Lupin?”

“The detection method would have to be modified before it can be applied to other things.
Perhaps later,” Aurelius smiled. “There should be a more public announcement sometime in
the next few months. I won’t be mentioned. Ron’s still working out how much of this it’s safe
to make public. But the real question is….”

“How did Mum get Snape magic?” Claudius interjected. “That’s really peculiar, if neither of her
parents had any. And you say it’s really rare…”

“As you say.” Aurelius said. “There isn’t much of that floating around. None of the other
Muggle-borns of her generation have it. There aren’t many Snapes, and Father’s grandfather
died in Germany. His father may have been killed abroad as well. But Mum’s percentages are
odd altogether: She’s got small quantities of all sorts of different magic — sixteen different
types, including some of the continental types. Just like Father does.”

“But Father has the ancestral Snape magic from death-bed rituals over the years….” Titus set
his mouth grimly. “‘Joint heirs of an ancient magical lineage.’ She must have taken part in
Great-great-grandfather Septimius’s death-bed ritual. But they weren’t married yet! She
wasn’t a family member!”

Titania gasped.

Claudius shook his head. “How could Father allow her to do such a thing? They could both be
sent to Azkaban. And they’d be ostracized. That’s a huge violation, not only of law, but of
wizarding custom.”

Aurelius nodded. “I agree, but it’s the only possible explanation. It’s highly illegal, but
Septimius Snape was not someone to be limited by law or custom. He might have done it. And
don’t forget that Agamemnon said at their engagement party that old Septimius wanted them
to be married. It would have brought them closer to one another.”

“And it did, from all that I have heard.” A fifth voice in the room made them all look up. The
rolling hills in the landscape over the fireplace were now almost entirely obscured by the head
and shoulders of Septimius Snape, his mouth twisted into a sneer, and his long white hair
gleaming in the firelight. “And you children may owe your existence to the perspicacity of ‘old
Septimius.’ Though I haven’t had much gratitude for it.”
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“Thank you, Great-great-grandfather,” Titus said respectfully, standing and bowing to the old
man. His brothers quickly did likewise, and Titania’s curtsey was a miracle of perfection. “But
it was highly illegal for her to be there, you know. If the Ministry ever found out….”

“Oh, tosh! I wrote Severus a note demanding as the head of the family that he fetch
Hermione. He could present it to the Ministry, and not a pure-blood in it would blame him. I
had demanded it, so he had no choice. And little Hermione was a Muggle-born. How was she
to know? She used the magic I gave her well. And she has done all that I asked of her and
more. I will not see her attacked, not even by her own children.” His face softened. “And such
clever children you have turned out to be, all four of you. I found your discoveries very
interesting, Aurelius. Although they make me regret the prejudices I held for most of life even
more profoundly.”

Aurelius’s eyes narrowed. “Just how long have you been eavesdropping, Great-great-
grandfather?”

Septimius glared at him. “Snapes do not eavesdrop,” he hissed. “I am a portrait. If my
ungrateful descendants choose to emerge from Pensieves and talk in front of me without
deigning to notice my existence, I can hardly be blamed.”

“But Great-great-grandfather,” Titania said sweetly, with a quelling glance at her brothers.
“You should have said something! We had no idea you were out of your own frame. I didn’t
even know that a portrait could get into a landscape painting. We could have included you in
our discussions. After all you were there.”

“Well, you could hardly expect me to remain upstairs! Helena’s still chatting with Louisa, and I
must say that your parents’ have become extremely boring in their old age.”

Claudius smirked. “You mean Father’s closed the curtains again. I thought Mum looked really
happy this evening. I hope….”

Titania shot a glare at him and tactfully changed the subject. “We saw you at the Christmas
Ball, sir. It was really nice of you to hold it when you were so ill. And you looked extremely
handsome in those dress robes, I thought. It’s a wonder Mum fell in love with Father at all
with you around.”

Septimius preened a little. “Well, I would have been a little old for her, my dear. Though she
was very fond of me. And I think Severus made quite a bit of progress that evening. Did you
see how neatly he tricked the little Gryffindor into giving him a third dance? Molly Weasley
never had the slightest idea. Pure Snape, that boy is. And he slipped his hand under her outer
robes, too; I saw. I wonder if that dress had a back to it — she blushed as if it didn’t.”

“It doesn’t,” Titania confirmed, smiling mischievously. “I wore it to my graduation ball.”

Septimius laughed. “Good. I’m sure they both enjoyed that. It was worth the stress and
exertion of the ball to push those two together.’

“But he was already in love with her, sir,” Aurelius objected. “He told me once that he’d been
in love with her since the middle of her sixth year, when she came to him and pleaded for the
information she needed to save Aunt Ginny. That’s why he gave it to her.”

“Oh, he was in love with her, all right. I saw it in his mind. I was appalled, of course, because
she was Muggle-born — that was before I’d met her. But he would never have admitted it.
And he would never have done anything about it in time if I hadn’t used my will to force him
to let her into his life.” The old man smiled smugly.

“It was pretty cruel to Mum, though, to put her through all that, sir.” Titus was clearly trying
to suppress his anger at the old man’s self-satisfied air.

“Oh, nonsense. She liked Severus. I could tell. I saw them together. She might have been a
little shocked at first, at being married and a mother so soon, but she soon came around. I’d
arranged it so that Albus would have to support her, despite his ridiculous modern notions of
propriety. And I’m sure Severus was gentle and considerate — they’ve had a very happy
marriage. Where was the difficulty?”
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“But Professor Dumbledore didn’t support her!” Titania’s voice was gentle, but a little
incredulous. He wouldn’t even let Father talk to her. And he said horrible, horrible things to
her. He practically called her a whore. And by the end she looked beaten and weeping. Didn’t
anyone tell you?”

The old man looked surprised. “No! Not talk to her? But he had to go to bed with her! How
could Albus have kept him from talking? And why? And they were going to have children to
raise together! Severus said something about my will causing her pain once, when he was
angry, but when he calmed down, he wouldn’t explain.”

Claudius shook his head. “You didn’t know, sir? Albus insisted that they conceive a child using
a Muggle technique — test-tube babies, they call it. They combine the egg and sperm in a vial,
and then implant it in the womb. Albus wouldn’t even let Mum be the mother. He used the
eggs of a French witch, and said Mum would have no claim at all on the child.”

“I see. So you three boys aren’t really Hermione’s children, after all?” The old eyes had turned
bleak and sad.

“Of course they are,” Titania said soothingly. “Mum talked father into marrying behind the
Headmaster’s back. It was a conspiracy. Just Uncle Remus and Aunt Minerva and Uncle
Agamemnon and Tim and Rose.”

“Ah, well. All’s well that ends well, then. I’m very sorry that Albus was cruel to Hermione
though. I thought I’d avoided all that. Poor little Gryffindor. But I hadn’t heard about the
conspiracy. That’s no doubt what pushed Minnie McGonagall into Agamemnon’s arms. That
must have been one in the eye for young Albus. And served him right, if he hurt Hermione.”

“Why should that have hurt Dumbledore?” Titus gave the old man a puzzled look.

“Oh, he’d been in love with her for years. Too prudish to do anything about it, of course. Even
after she graduated. He was afraid that his great triumph over Grindelwald” — Septimius
grimaced horribly at the name — “might cloud her judgment. Silly bugger. He should have
taken her on any terms he could get her, and called himself lucky. Lovely girl, she was, but
hopeless at Potions. But Albus was always a Hufflepuff in love, though he was Slytherin
enough in everything else.”

“There’s nothing wrong with Huff…” Titus began in a tired voice.

Aurelius stepped around the table and put his arm around his brother. “We know, Titus. And
none of us is pure anything.” He turned to Septimius. “Your will was pretty Slytherin, after all,
sir. But I must ask you not to mention any of the things we’ve said, tonight. I could get in a
lot of trouble. Ron said we shouldn’t even tell Mum and Father. My work is pretty sensitive.”

“Of course not. I can keep a secret, even though I was a Gryffindor.” Septimius winked at
Titania. “And in return, I’ll thank you not to mention the fact that Hermione attended my
death-bed. She can defend herself, I’m sure. But I’d hate to have her subjected to the gossip,
particularly just now, when she’s going to….” He stopped, looking a little ashamed of himself.

“Why just now, sir?” Claudius asked suspiciously.

“As I said, Claudius, I can keep a secret. You’ll know soon enough. And it’s a good secret.
You’ll be pleased. Now, you young people have kept me up long enough.” The sharp eyes
softened. “You’re good children, all of you. I knew Hermione would give me heirs I could be
proud of. Good night.”

The old man moved quickly to the edge of the canvas and disappeared. Now there were only
hills and distant mountains and some rather odd looking cows. (It was not a very good
painting, but it had always hung there.)

“I wonder what Mum’s going to do?” Aurelius asked, looking around at his siblings. “It would
be nice to see her busy and happy again. She’s been so sad since Grandfather died.”

“She’s going to teach, of course,” Claudius said confidently. “I can’t imagine Father will keep
Ahmed on in Charms. He’s a disaster. This is very good news indeed. I thought she looked
happy this evening.”
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“Excellent!” Titania said, smiling. “How wonderful for the children. And perhaps they’ll respect
her more than we did. When I think of all the things I could have learned from her when I was
younger….”

“Parents are always unappreciated,” Titus said. “They understand. After all, our children don’t
appreciate us.”

“True,” Titania said, “but they require our attention. And unlike you three, I don’t have the
cowardly option of leaving them to their mothers. I’m for bed. Robert’s going to be waking up
soon, and he’ll be worried if I’m not there.” She gave each of her brothers a hug and then
wandered sleepily out of the room. Titus and Claudius followed her after a few moments.

Aurelius took the glasses to the sideboard and recast the spell on the decanter that kept the
children out of it. Miranda wouldn’t be happy if little Septimius and his cousins decided to
make themselves drunk. As he passed the fireplace, moving towards the door and his own
bed, he noticed a picture, lying face down on the mantel above the fireplace. Picking it up, he
seated himself again in his armchair and looked at his mother and father. He’d always known
that they were heroes — the name Snape drew an automatic reaction from anyone in the
wizarding world. They’d lived with it all their lives, particularly when they were young and the
memory of Voldemort was fresh. But only tonight had he realized what they’d done, and what
sort of odds they’d overcome. He thought of the discussion of Septimius’s will, and the
defeated look that his father had worn, as well as his mother’s exhausted acquiescence with
Dumbledore’s demands. They’d been put through far too much, and yet they’d made a life for
themselves and for their children, and preserved the wizarding world in the process. It had
been good of Ron to share his memories.

Someday, perhaps, Aurelius thought, he’d show them to his children. He looked again at the
smiling faces in the photograph for a few minutes. His parents, his wife’s parents, and the
parents of his brother’s wives. They’d been brave, resourceful, and resilient. Heroes all. He
and his children had a noble heritage to live up to. He yawned and rose, replacing the
photograph on the mantelpiece, upright and facing out into the room, in the place of honor.

The End

~o0o~

Author’s notes: I’ve not posted many author’s notes with this story, preferring to discuss questions that
arose in my replies to reviews. However, I really must take this final opportunity to thank our beloved
Potion Mistress, for leading me gently through the process of posting and updating my stories, for
answering my endless questions, for kindly offering to beta my work, and for encouraging and flattering
me no end. And for letting me post the occasional over-long chapter. Other members of the OWL
validation queue staff were also very helpful, particularly snarkyroxy and Irisgirl. I’d also like to thank my
very kind reviewers, particularly those who pointed out oversights and made useful suggestions and those
who reviewed every chapter.

And I’d like to express my annoyance with Ms. Rowling, who, when I was almost finished posting this,
offered for auction a hand-drawn Black Family Tree, in which the crest of the Black family is adorned with
two rampant greyhounds. Harrumpf!

For those who were confused by all the children, I offer this easy-reference chart.

Claudius Snape (Ravenclaw)

= Lily Weasley Potter (Gryffindor)

* * * Juliet 7th year Gryffindor (Head Girl)

* * * Helena 5th year Hufflepuff

* * * Portia 2nd year Hufflepuff

Titus Snape (Hufflepuff)

= Molly Evans Potter (Gryffindor)

* * * Minerva (Mindy) 4th year Ravenclaw

* * * Romulus (Rodney) 1st year Ravenclaw

* * * Remus (Reginald) 1st year Slytherin
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Aurelius Snape (Gryffindor)

= Miranda Hermione Weasley (Ravenclaw)

* * * Charlotte 4th year (Ravenclaw)

* * * Septimius 1st year (Gryffindor)

Titania Snape (Slytherin)

= Robert Lucius Malfoy (Slytherin)

* * * Narcissa 6th year Slytherin

* * * Isabella 6th year Slytherin

* * * Agamemnon 2nd year Slytherin

In addition to Molly and Lily, Harry and Ginny also have a younger son, James Sirius, a French Quidditch
star. He married Elizabeth and Jean Yves’ daughter Eugenie. They have four sons

Ron and Lavender’s other daughter (Miranda’s older sister) is Emma, who married Dean and Parvati’s son,
Clive. They have eight kids, all Gryffindors.

The Trelawney Prophecy

The Greyhound and the Lioness shall be bound... lovers who share an age-old magic... bound before two
honored and two scorned by wizard kind... And their offspring, yet unborn, shall alter history... The three
shall bring power to those born of the powerless... Thrice the spell shall be augmented, unlooked for
sharing of an ancient pain... And the Dark Lord, lacking the strength of the weak, shall be brought to his
knees... The offspring of the joint heirs of an ancient magical lineage shall bring acceptance to those who
have inherited none.

The Goyle Prophecy

The Serpent and the Phoenix circle and plot but their battle shall nonetheless hang by a thread... The Pure
One shall be the key, the Web Spinner, the Lioness heavy with cubs... And the Phoenix shall twice attack
her purity, and, undefended, it shall be lost. And thrice must she defy him, if he is to conquer the Serpent,
and the Serpent shall be crippled by that which cripples her... The battle between the Serpent and the
Phoenix shall hang by a thread...


