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Muggle Summer, Wizard's Fall
Knight Protectors of the Realm, Part 1 (part 1)

Disclaimer: Not my characters, no money being made, etc., etc.

Book 1: Knight Protectors of the Realm Chapter 1 — Unexpected Meetings
Friday, June 1, 11:00am, Hogsmeade Station
“Wotcher, Harry. Headmistress McGonagall needs to see you in her office.”

Harry Potter reluctantly opened his eyes. He didn’'t bother asking how Tonks found him in a notice-me-not charmed train compartment. She was
an Auror, and used to finding wizards who didn’t want to be found.

“Oh, Merlin!” he muttered. “The train will leave before | even make it back to the castle!”
“Imagine so. But 'm sure she'll get you to London somehow.”

The young wizard didn’t really want to meet with anyone, but lacked the energy to argue.
The Auror wrapped an arm around Harry's shoulder.

“I'll let your friends know what happened, and see to it that Hedwig and your trunk make it to your Aunt and Uncle’s house.”

Harry frowned. “If you can manage the cage, | think Hedwig might rather fly back.” His familiar's bobbing head indicated agreement as she was
freed and launched herself out through an opened window.

“Wish I had that kind of freedom right now,” the black-haired wizard muttered, as he stepped back onto the platform and started the long walk back
towards the castle.
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Dumbledore’s password still worked.

Harry found the Headmistress of Hogwarts sitting behind her large wooden desk, lost in thought and gazing out the window. Without turning towards
him, she conjured a comfortable chair and asked, “Tea?”

“Yes, please,” Harry replied. A portrait of the sleeping former headmaster caught his attention.

“He hasn’t woken yet,” McGonagall said, noting his gaze. “The other portraits tell me that it might take weeks.”

The young wizard let out a sigh and sat down. There were so many questions to ask....

McGonagall interrupted his thoughts. “That said, he’s apparently still found a way to reach out to us.”

She picked up a piece of parchment and passed it across the desk. Harry immediately recognized the handwriting of his former mentor:

Dear Harry,

There is someone you should meet prior to your return to Privet Drive. The sword will come in handy. More to say once | get used to this portraiture.
Regards,

Albus Dumbledore
Former Headmaster, Hogwarts School of Witchcraft and Wizardry

“The note was stuck on the portrait frame when | returned from the memorial service,” the Headmistress stated.
Harry frowned. “Do you think it could be a trap?”

“That was my initial thought,” McGonagall replied, “but even with Dumbledore gone | can not imagine how Voldemort could arrange to have a note
written in Albus’s hand placed within this office.”

Harry thought about that for a second, then rose from his chair and strode towards the glass-encased sword. “Also seems unlikely that Voldemort
would ask me to bring the Sword of Gryffindor to our next get together.”

“Just a moment, Mr. Potter,” McGonagall asked. “While the note doesn’'t mention it, | suspect that transportation has been pre-arranged.”



Harry's attention shifted from sword to Headmistress, then back again. Finally getting what she was implying, he smiled for the first time that day.

“limagine that you're right,” he replied. “But would you think it safe? | mean, not so much where 'm going, but how... the last thing | need right now
is harassment from the Ministry for using an unauthorized portkey.”

“Well...” thought McGonagall. “I believe that the crime lies in the unauthorized making, rather than in the using, so...”
“So they'd have to ship the portrait off to Azkaban?”

The Headmistress glanced over at Dumbledore’s portrait and opined, “l dare say that the Ministry would find it easier to remove Mrs. Black’s
portrait from the wall.”

She then walked around her desk and placed a hand on Harry’s shoulder.
“Do you have a few minutes before you go, Mr. Po....Harry?”

The young wizard nodded. The older witch chose to lean against the front of her desk, so that she remained within reach of her student. She then
took a few moments to compose her thoughts.

“They say that if you want to truly know a wizard you need to fly a mile on his broomstick,” McGonagall began. “While I've always thought myself
highly sympathetic to your situation, it is only within the past few days that | have fully appreciated your burden.”

“How is that, Ma’am?”

“Well, it's just that.... Dumbledore’s dead, Snape’s betrayed us, Voldemort's chasing after my students and Hogwarts could well close its doors for
the first time in over seven-hundred years,” she replied. “And in an emergency meeting earlier today, the Hogwarts Board of Governors removed
the 'Interim' portion from my title. Apparently, | am now their own 'Chosen One,' - the person who is supposed to keep the school going in spite of all
that.”

The Headmistress stared down at the floor. “Frankly, | don’t feel prepared to meet their expectations. And yet | don’t feel | have any other choice but
to try. Does that sound familiar?”

“Yes Ma’am,” her student said with a grim smile. “That does sound very familiar.”

“Harry,” she continued, “over the past six years | doubt that anyone would characterize my interactions with you as maternal.”

“Oh don’t say that, Ma’am...unless you've bought a new broomstick for every new seeker on your house Quidditch team.”

“Yes, well, that was a happier time for all of us, wasn't it? A time when taking the House Cup from Snape’s office was more important than...”
“Than taking his head from his shoulders?”

“Quite.”

The Headmistress took a sip from her teacup, then continued. “I raise this issue because of something I learned just this morning whilst rummaging
through the Headmaster’s papers.”

“What's that, Ma’am?”
“Well, it's that...erm...Harry, do you know that the Headmaster of Hogwarts is your legal guardian within the wizarding community?”
“l knew that Headmaster Dumbledore was my wizard guardian, but...are you saying that the job is tied to the position?”

Minerva nodded. “Guardianship is automatically granted to the Headmaster or Headmistress of Hogwarts over any orphaned magical child raised
in the Muggle world.”

“So that means that now you are Headmistress...”

“Yes, Harry,” McGonagall replied. “Il am your legal guardian in the wizarding world.” She paused for a moment. “Which brings us back to my
maternal instincts, doesn'tit?”

“Don't start, Ma’am,” Harry replied. “You've been far more of a mother than Aunt Petunia ever has.”
“But not as much as Molly Weasley, 'm certain of that. Or Miss Granger, for that matter.”
“Mrs. Weasley, I'll grant,” said Harry, with a pause. “But Hermione?”

“Yes, Harry,” said McGonagall, “Hermione. Or have | been wrong all these years in assuming that she’s done a great deal to keep you on the
straight and narrow?”

Harry thought back to all of the times that Hermione had made sure his homework was done, all of the times that she kept him from making rash
moves, and all of the time she spent with him during his frequent trips to Madame Ponfrey’s infirmary. Even with everything that happened the past
year, with their arguments over the Half Blood Prince’s potion book, and Malfoy, and Ginny....and Ron...



“Well, she’s tried to keep me out of trouble, at least,” Harry finally said. “Can’t say that she’s always been successful.”

That drew a smile from the Headmistress’s face. “No, | couldn’t either,” she replied. “But | daresay that neither of you would be alive today were it
not for the other. And it's been a long time since I've ever seen two people in my House that cared more about each other.”

She was about to tell Harry that the last two were his parents, but thought better of it. Which was a good thing, because Harry was wondering why
she said what she did. Surely she knew that he had been dating Ginny, and that Ron and Hermione had feelings for each other?

“Ah, but forgive me, I've gotten us off track again,” the Headmistress noted. “ljust wanted to let you know that the Order is in disarray right now, and

that you shouldn’t expect its presence at your Aunt and Uncle’s.
“Oh, that’s all right,” Harry replied. “l was never quite certain whether those guards were there to keep Death Eaters out or to keep me in.”

“Yes, well...that doesn’t mean that someone wontbe there but... | talked with Miss Granger this morning and she told me that she and Ronald
Weasley intend to stay with you at the Dursleys. | hope you let them. You might be underage, but they aren’t, and I'd feel more comfortable knowing
that they were watching your back even with the blood protections in place.”

Harry nodded.

“Oh,” she continued, “and don’t be surprised if you see a tabby cat perched on their fence now and again. The Board is going to wait until August to
decide on whether Hogwarts will open this fall, so | might have some time even with my new responsibilities.”

“I'd like that, Ma’am,” Harry replied. “Am I'm sure that Crookshanks would enjoy the company.”

“Now, Mr. Potter!” she said with a sly grin. “Secondly — based on how Scrimgeour and his flunkies treated me this morning, you should worry about
the Ministry.”

Harry thought for a moment. “Was there anything in particular that he said?”

“Nothing officially,” she said, “but it's clear that they think they can roll over me in ways they never would have dreamed to attempt when Albus was
Headmaster. Dolores Umbridge and Percy Weasley acting so smug — they probably now see as much opportunity to grab power as Voldemort
does.”

Harry nodded. “This morning Scrimgeour asked me again to join forces with the Ministry. He wasn’t too happy when | brushed him off by saying
that | was still Dumbledore’s man.”

“Oh, dear.” she replied. “While | am proud of you, 'm afraid what that will mean...you see, there are some in the Ministry that believe that you are as
much of a threat to the wizarding community as Voldemort.”
nl!

m not surprised,” Harry stated. “But what can they do?”

“They can track your use of the floo network and owl post, and also come down hard on any legal missteps,” McGonagall replied. “You haven’t
forgotten your visit with the Wizengamot, have you? Without Dumbledore’s help, they may make another run to break your wand.”

“No magic use until 'm seventeen,” Harry said. “I'll try.”

“Well,” said the Headmistress, “I wouldn’t go that far. You are not allowed to use your wand to cast spells outside of these grounds until you are
seventeen. |emphasize the phrase ‘use your wand; | do not think that those who fashioned the law ever imagined an underage wizard capable of
performing wandless magic...Occlumency, for example. Am | making myself clear?”

“Yes, Headmistress, | understand exactly what you mean.”
“Also, do not forget that there are very few restrictions on underage use of magical items.”
“Oh,” said Harry, “guess | never really thought about that, having being raised by the Dursleys.”

Headmistress McGonagall's eyes suddenly lit up with inspiration. With a smile, she pointed her wand across the room and an unmarked door
opened. “Harry,” said asked, “would you mind helping me clean out the closets of my new office?”

When the young wizard turned towards the opened door he smiled.
“Why yes, I'd be happy to help out, Ma’am.”
The Headmistress reached into a desk drawer and pulled out a rucksack. “Well then, you might find this useful.”

Harry took the offered rucksack and walked into the closet, which was filled with items that had been confiscated by Filch. Once he realized that the
bag had a charmed never-full interior, he stopped trying to sort the items by usefulness, and took the lot. He quickly had a rather nice collection of
portable swamps, Weasley whiz-bangs, and even a magical tent.

Swinging his rucksack onto his shoulder, he exited the closet and offered his thanks to the Headmistress.

“Suppose | should start on whatever trip Headmaster Dumbledore had planned for me?” he asked.



“Be careful,” the Headmistress admonished, as he drew his wand and headed towards the sword’s case.
Harry grinned.
“Aren’t | always?”

Not waiting for a predictable response, the Boy-Who-Lived reached out and grabbed the sword’s hilt. He immediately felt the all-too familiar hook
in his gut sensation produced by an activated portkey.
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Harry landed on a pine-needle covered ground within a small glade. He immediately crouched into a defensive posture, but saw no threats.
Noticing a lorry traveling along a paved road some fifty meters distant, he ditched his robes in the main compartment of his rucksack, and sheathed
the blade in an expandable exterior pocket, leaving only the ruby-encrusted hilt exposed for quick retrieval. With wand still in hand, he cautiously
walked towards the road.

Looking down the lorry’s path, he noticed the pavement disappear around a curve. Back up the road was a wrought-iron gate and guardhouse
about 100 meters distant. Two men dressed in dark suits and sunglasses stood on either side of the gate. They appeared far too smartly dressed
to be wizards in Muggle clothing, and held radios and clipboards rather than wands.

Taking a leap of faith in Dumbledore’s plans, Harry walked out onto the road. The men watched silently as he approached the gate. When he got
within a few meters, one of them called out, “You wouldn’t happen to be Harry Potter, would you?”

Harry nodded. The man talked into his radio, and the gate slowly opened. Gesturing towards a white Land Rover parked on the inside of the gate,
he said, “This way, Sir. They are expecting you up at the castle.”
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It was a quiet ten-minute trip to the building that the guard had called “The Castle.” Frankly, it didn't look like much of a castle to Harry, at least when
compared to Hogwarts. It was big, and built of stone, but only one tower rose from the main building, and its ramparts were only a few stories taller
than the building itself.

The Land Rover pulled up to the side of the building, and Harry was shown inside. The entry hall was bright and cheery. Large landscape paintings
set in heavy wood frames hung on walls dressed in gold wallpaper and trimmed in white wood. The furniture had overstuffed cushions upholstered
in pastel floral prints, and several flower arrangements were set on tables and sideboards. Although he had never been there, Harry imagined that
the Hufflepuff common room could look like this, except for the fact that this was obviously a Muggle residence. No creatures were bounding
across the oil paintings of wooded landscapes, no fire was lit in the fireplace for floo travel, and the heads mounted on the walls of the staircase
landing belonged to antelopes, rather than to retired house elves.

He was led towards the tower he’d seen earlier, and climbed up stairs to a room whose decor looked much more Gryffindorish than Hufflepuffian.
Pieces of walnut and leather furniture were grouped in separate sitting areas. A large stone fireplace contained a modest fire that looked more
ornamental than functional. The unlit torches mounted within sconces also appeared decorative, given the brass floor lamps that were scattered
about, and a large, ornate chandelier that hung overhead.

Long narrow windows set within the opposite wall allowed the sun to cast bright rectangular patches of light onto the ornate Oriental rug that
covered the stone floor. A tallish man wearing a brown tweed jacket was looking out one of these windows, with his back turned to Harry. His escort
cleared his throat and announced, “Your Highness, Mister Harry Potter.”

The man in the tweed jacket turned around, smiled, and strode across the room with his hand outstretched.
“Mister Potter, welcome to Balmoral.”

Harry instantly recognized the man’s face from a portrait that had hung on the wall of his primary school classroom. From all appearances, he had
just been introduced to the Prince of Wales.

The young wizard cautiously held out his right hand and gave the man a handshake that was somewhere between firm and tentative in strength. “it's
a pleasure to meet you...your... Your Highness.”

The middle-aged man took a step back, as if to allow Harry the chance to take his measure.
“Mister Potter, you likely have a million questions running through your mind right now, am I right?”
Harry, who in fact had only time to process a few hundred questions since his introduction, nodded his head.

“Well, my young man, given what | understand you have recently been through, 'm not surprised...and not in the least offended by your caution. Allow
me to suggest that we have a seat by the fire.”

Harry was guided towards two high-backed chairs near the fireplace. His escort reappeared with a tray that held a silver pitcher and two glasses of
iced pumpkin juice.

“Pumpkin juice?”— that silent two-worded question jumped to the front of the line of the questions currently dancing in Harry’'s head.

“Please Mr. Potter, have something to drink,” said his companion. “l can't promise that it replicates exactly what they serve at Hogwarts, but I've



been told that my cook’s recipe is fairly close.”

Mention of the word “Hogwarts” put Harry immediately back on the defensive...just how would the Prince of Wales know anything about Hogwarts?
He cautiously chose a glass, but made no effort to raise it to his lips. The man reached down and picked up the other glass, and took a long drink.
“Please, Mr. Potter, 'm not trying to poison you.”

Harry nodded slightly as he watched the man take another drink from his glass.

“If lwere in your shoes, Mr. Potter, | would be desperately looking for the answers to a few key questions. Namely, ‘Am | really the Prince of Wales
and if lam how do | know about Hogwarts?’ Not to mention the question of why you are here and whether or not you can trust me. How am | doing?”

Harry maintained his gaze. “Dead on the mark, Sir.”

“I see.” The man finished his drink and set the glass on the tray in front of him. “Mr. Potter, | wish I had more time to gain your confidence, but we
have some critical issues to discuss before your departure for London. Allow me, then, to try to allay whatever fears you might have concerning my
intentions.”

The man opened the left side of his jacket and very slowly reached into an interior pocket, allowing Harry to see the retrieval of a brown leather
billfold. He pulled out what appeared to be small, dog-eared photograph. As he passed it across, Harry saw a magical image of the Prince with his
arm around the shoulder of a laughing Albus Dumbledore.

“Harry...your Headmaster had been a friend of my family for as long as | can remember, and I was proud to call him a personal friend to the handful
of people that | could trust with that secret.”

The Prince shifted in his seat as he pulled on the front seams of his trouser legs. He gazed into the fire for a few quiet seconds before reaching
over and refilling his glass. He then stood up and looked straight at Harry.

“Mr. Potter, itis a tradition in my family that any glass used to make an important toast never be used again.” Harry realized what was being said,
rose from his chair, and raised his glass.

“To Albus Dumbledore,” said the Prince. “If his presence enriches the next world even half as much as his life enriched our own, then it truly
deserves to be called Heaven.”

“To Albus Dumbledore,” Harry whispered.
The thrown crystal shattered against the back of the hearth, and Harry's eyes began to water.

And the man thought by most royal watchers to have all the warmth and compassion of your average puddle of mud stepped forward, and pulled the
teen-aged wizard into a hug.

“l know, Harry” he said softly. “l know.”
0000000000

After a few minutes, the Prince led Harry back down to the main floor and out into a garden located at the rear of the building. The fresh air and
bright sunlight helped the two regain most of their composure. They walked down a limestone-block pathway, each with arms held behind their own
backs.

“Harry,” the Prince asked, “over the years Albus has told me much about you, and your progress at Hogwarts. Did you know that he considered you
to be the son he never had?”

The teen’s mind raced as he thought back to that awful night, as he stood immobilized and watched his mentor’'s body tumble over the Astronomy
Tower's restraining wall. He reached into his pocket and tightly grasped the fake locket for which Dumbledore had sacrificed his strength and his
life.

“ltoo am trying to come to grips with Dumbledore’s death,” the Prince said. “Iwish | had been able to attend his funeral, but you can imagine the...
the logistics... that would have been involved.”

Harry nodded. “How did you know about the funeral...how did you know that Dumbledore had died?”

Without looking, the Prince reached into a coat pocket and pulled out a phoenix feather that he slowly twisted in his fingers. “I've been up from
London for the past week doing some fly fishing and planning for Her Majesty’s summer residency. Four nights ago | heard the cry of a phoenix,

and then Fawkes appeared at my bedroom window. And Iknew. As for the funeral, well, Harry...let me just say that many in your world would be
shocked at just how much a few of us Muggles know about them.”

Harry's eyes went wide as the Prince tossed out the word “Muggle” as if they were conversing at Hogwarts Castle, rather than Balmoral Castle.
How much did he really know?

“Muggles, sir?”

The Prince looked at Harry with a crooked smile. “Yes, | know about your world, and | know just what some in your world think of us non-magical
folks....”



“And what is that, sir?”
The Prince paused for a moment, then asked, “Have you any idea how many titles | currently hold?”
Harry looked up and shook his head.

“Wouldn't imagine you would. Frankly, | have problems remembering all myself... Let's see. 1am the Prince of Wales, the Prince and Great
Steward of Scotland, the Duke of Cornwall, Duke of Rothesay, Earl of Carrick, Earl of Chester, Lord of Renfrew, and...”

The Prince look down at his fingers and counted as he mouthed through the list again.
"Oh yes, Lord of the Isles...although | sometimes also fancy myself Lord of the Dance, but only when I'm not in public.”
Harry laughed out loud as the Prince did a little jig.

“Ah, that's more like it, son,” the Prince said. “But, | am also aware of the fact that | am heir to a kingdom with realms both Magical and Muggle. You
have to admit, the word “Muggle” does trip off the tongue a whole lot easier than “non-magical” or “non-wizard.”

The Prince glanced down at his watch. “Oh, look at the time. Harry, you do need to be in London tonight. Will you let me ramble a bit upon why you
are here?”

The young wizard nodded.

“Right. Well, then...l know that you are fighting against a dark wizard. | know that if this dark wizard...Voldemort, correct?...that if this dark wizard
and his forces win that the results would be disastrous not only in your world, but in mine. |know that this war has already resulted in the deaths of
many Muggles by events that have been misidentified as natural disasters, accidents, or terrorist acts."

"Harry, 'm not sure if you are aware of the fact, but the British Prime Minister has been in consultation with Scrimgeour, your Minister of Magic,
concerning this situation. However, from what Dumbledore shared with me, | suspect that your Ministry has severely underrepresented how dire
things really are. Frankly, Albus didn’'t have much faith in your Ministry as a whole, and in this Scrimgeour chap in particular... an attitude that you
share...am I right?”

Harry smiled in agreement.

“Well... Albus was convinced that the best hope for both our worlds lay not within the Ministry of Magic, but within your hands, and those of your
friends. In fact, he had great confidence in your ability to rise to this challenge.”

Harry cringed. He wasn’t nearly as confident as the Prince seemed to be.

“You must realize, my dear boy, that Dumbledore shared all this with me for a reason...he was certain that some key part of your success in the
battle with Voldemort would come not by what you have learned at Hogwarts, but from what you might learn in the Muggle world.”

Harry tried to imagine just what within the Muggle world might possibly help him battle Voldemort.
The Prince broke into those thoughts.

“Harry, Dumbledore asked that | help you during your stay on our side of the fence. | am not certain how | can make good on my promise, although |
have a few ideas. Ultimately, though, that will be for you to decide. Also, Albus wanted any knowledge of my help be kept closely held. You see,
few in our government know about my family’s connection to the Wizarding World, and 'm not sure that the Prime Minister knows anything about
you. Unless, of course, your Minister of Magic mentioned your heroic efforts during their meetings?”

“Oh, | doubt that very much, Your Highness.”

“Right, then. Tl leave it for you to decide whom within the wizarding community you can trust. On my end, | have asked a few close friends to
provide their assistance on my behalf. Rest assured they will do whatever they can to provide you with whatever you need. And if they can't help you
for some reason, these might come in handy.”

The Prince handed Harry a small mobile telephone and a folded piece of parchment. “The note informs the reader that you are on Queen’s
business, and are to be provided whatever assistance might be available. Comes in handy if you want to skiv out of a traffic infraction, amongst
other things. Just keep it safe in your wallet.”

“Um...I'm sorry, your Highness, but | don’t have a wallet.”
“What? Well, then,” said the Prince, “take mine.”

He handed Harry a brown leather billfold.

“Oh, that’s quite alright, Your Highness, | can get one...”

“Really, Harry, just take it. It's not like you have lots of free time to go shopping, and Lord knows | seldom have the chance to use it myself...hard for
me to just pop down to the pub to buy a few pints.”

Harried thanked the Prince and placed the note inside the wallet.



“You'll notice,” said the Prince, “that | only have a few hundred pounds in there...but the charge cards might come in handy. [l have you authorized
before you leave today.”

“Thank you, Sir, but money is the one thing | don’t really think | need help with.”

“Ah, Dumbledore mentioned that. But he also said something about the advantages of not having to run down to your bank whenever you needed a
spot of cash. He also feared that there may come the day when you were blocked from gaining access to your wizard money.”

Harry thought about the goblins, and whether they would ever be tempted to join Voldemort's side, then nodded.

“The mobile has an untraceable number. Don’t worry about going over on minutes, and if you need to contact me directly just hit Speed Dial 1 or
text me.”

nr

m sorry, Sir, but what is speed dial? And how exactly would | ‘text’ you?”
The Prince laughed.

“Oh my goodness...a teenager that doesn’t know how to text message? Harry Potter, you truly do live in a different world.”

Chapter 2 - Planes, Trains and Automobiles

Harry tightly gripped his armrests as the engines of the small jet he was sitting within roared to live. While he did now about airplanes, and saw the
fly over the Dursleys’s house all the time (as Little Whinging was not far from Heathrow), he (like Arthur Weasley), didn’t have the foggiest idea how
they did so without using magic. He wondered if his magical powers were strong enough to levitate the entire jet, if need be, and wished that his
Firebolt was with him, rather than packed in his trunk aboard the Hogwarts Express.

The Prince had arranged for the London-bound private flight from the airfield closest to Balmoral, and told Harry that the Durlsleys would be made
aware of Harry's travel plans. Actually, what he said was that he would “take care” of them, and only smiled when Harry asked what that meant. The
young wizard was further informed that arrangements had been made for ground transport and dinner once he arrived in London.

The airplane’s interior was just as luxurious as some of the rooms in Balmoral. There were a dozen comfortable leather seats, mahogany trimming,
and a plush crimson carpet. Although the cockpit door was closed, Harry had been promised a full tour by the flight captain once they were in the
air.

The plane’s uniformed steward stopped next to the young wizard’s seat and showed him how to fasten his seatbelt. “Is this your first flight, then?” he
asked.

“No...but it's the first time that I've flown in an airplane.”

The steward used a smile to cover his confusion with this response. “Well, then, just sit back and relax, Mister Potter, there’s nothing to worry
about.”

Harry was tempted to ask the steward just how worried he would be if he were about to make his first flight on the back of a hippogriff, or a thestral,
but thought better of it.

The plane taxied, then lifted smoothly off the ground and banked into a gentle curve. It felt strange to be flying through the air without the wind in his
face and his feet dangling off of a broomstick. After a few minutes, Harry raised enough courage to look out the window and down towards the
ground below. The view looked amazingly similar to what he’d seen perched high above Hogwart's quidditch pitch - the green hills and valleys, the
lochs and the forests. Harry wondered whether Hogwarts might be nearby.

The Boy-Who-Lived stopped looking for castles and started to look for train tracks. Somewhere down there, Ron and Hermione were aboard the
Hogwarts Express. He wondered what they were doing right now, and if they knew that he wasn’t on board. Harry hadn’t failed to notice Ron’s arm
around Hermione after the memorial service, and he pondered whether they were using the time to sort out where they stood with each other. His
two friends had promised to stay with him at the Dursleys, but he really didn’t imagine how his Aunt and Uncle would allow that, and seriously
wondered how Ron would survive more than a day or two in a non-magical household.

Wishing to drift away from that topic, he turned away from the window, leaned back into the seat, and drifted off to sleep.
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A few hundred kilometers ahead, the Hogwarts Express snaked through the Yorkshire countryside while Hermione Granger snaked through the
aisle of one of its carriages. It was a far different experience than when she conducted patrols at the start of the school year.

That previous autumn, the train was filled with the typical assortment of animated and excited students (except for the first years, who were, of
course, terrified). Most of her time had been spent confiscating forbidden items that students were trying to smuggle into Hogwarts (by the end of
the trip her bag of goodies would have done a fair job of stocking a branch location of Weasley's Wizard Wheezes).

This trip was, in contrast, quiet. Extremely quiet. The students all seemed to be aware that Hogwarts might not reopen, aware that they might not
see their friends and classmates for a very long period of time, and (except for a few Slytherins) aware that Dumbledore’s death made their world a
far more dangerous place. Once the train pulled out of Hogsmeade Station, it became readily apparent how this awareness was going to manifest
itself.



One of the other Muggleborn students had nicely summed it up:
Terror-snogging.

On past trips home Hermione had seen (and been disgusted by) the frantic tonsil-tickling of soon-to-be-separated-for-the-summer couples. But
this went well beyond that, both in terms of frequency and intensity. Nearly half of the upper-year students, and far too many of the younger ones
seemed to be searching for comfort in the arms of another. Couples who had been together all year, couples she had never seen together before,
even couples Hermione would never have paired in a million years. She was glad to have been assigned a car mostly filled with younger students —
it would have been dreadful for her to have to get in between, say, Lavender Brown’s lips and those of Merlin knows who (or how many).

From an intellectual perspective, it was easy for Hermione to see why this was happening. She had scandalized some of the other prefects when
she argued (during a hastily called meeting) that the snogging was actually therapeutic (up to a point). From an emotional perspective, Hermione
could see the need as well, and a small part of her longed for a bit of therapy herself.

“But there are limits to enforce,” she thought to herself, “and ‘snog-free’ zones to maintain, and Ron’s patrolling a different car, and Harry isnt
even on the train.....”

Hermione let out a small gasp when that last thought passed her mind. “Harry? Why did | even think of him? He's my best friend...he’s Ginny’s
boyfriend. Okay, so he did break up with her this moming, but it was Ron who had his arm around me after the service, it wvas Ron | vas so
Jealous over when he was snogging Lavender Brown, it was Ron, right?

It took her more than ten minutes to formulate a rationalization that could stand on its own legs.

Why are the other students snogging? Because they were scared, and they needed to feel safe, and the easiest way to feel safe and secure was in
another person’s arms. Butin her case, it was Harry that always made her feel safe and secure, even without the snogging. Harry — the eleven-
year-old boy that saved her life before they were even friends. So, if Harry showed up in the same train of thought as snogging, it really didn't mean
that she wanted to snog her best friend.

Terror-snogging is to other students as Harry is to Hermione.
Yes. Of course. That had to be it.

Hermione leaned up against a compartment door. She was scared about what might happen that summer. She was terrified about what needed to
happen that summer.

She wanted Harry on that train.
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It was raining in Little Whinging. Hard.

The rain beat down with an intensity that betrayed the new neighbors who had failed to properly clear their gutters. Vernon Dursley noted the
ponding along their house's foundation with smug satisfaction, and wondered whether the two men were getting water in their basement.

“Would serve those poofters right,” he muttered, to nobody in particular.

And it was that lack of audience, rather than the weather, that was truly souring Vernon’s disposition. For once he wanted to bask, to bathe, fo
vallowin the rare differentness of Number Four, Privet Drive. Oh sure, there had been the odd wedding party or two that had hired a fancy car to
show off around the neighborhood. But nothing close to the 1937 Rolls Royce Phantom Il whose running boards Vernon had one foot set upon, in
what he imagined to be a dashing pose.

A white-gloved driver held a large black umbrella over Dursley’'s head. Given the umbrella’s limited size and the awkward pose that Vernon insisted
on striking next to the car, one white glove and a bit of sleeve were the only parts of the tuxedoed driver that weren’t getting soaked. “All part of his
job ,” Vernon rationalized.

The front door of the house opened tentatively as a second well-dressed man attempted to protect both Petunia Dursley and her son Dudley from
the elements. As there wasn’t an umbrella in all of England big enough to cover the both of them, the man shuttled Mrs. Dursley to the car first, then
returned to keep any rain from striking Dudley, his clip-on tie, and his soon-to-be-autographed boxing gloves.

The invitation to join the current European Heavyweight Boxing Champion for lunch had arrived two weeks ago. Vernon had been forced to call in
most of his chits at work to get the day off on such short notice, and Petunia had given up her weekly bridge club meeting, but that was no matter.
Their son, the current All-Schools Boxing Champion, was to be personally congratulated and recognized for his success. The car and driver were
all part of the package. The only bad part was the fact that they would have to swing by King’s Cross station after the event to pick up Vernon's
cursed nephew Harry.

The thought of his nephew caused Vernon to scowl. Just a few short weeks and they'd be forever done with the boy, done with his type, and done
with all of the freakishness. But not before, of course, he earned his keep. The corpulent Muggle noted with some satisfaction that Harry's list of
summer chores was just as long as ever. Even freakish clouds have silver linings.

Vernon looked despondently up at the clouds that were presently shedding rain, then up and down the street, searching for anyone who might be
positioned to glimpse his family’s due.



An admonishing voice called out from inside the car. “Oh for goodness sake, Vernon, get in or we’ll be late!”
Dursley reluctantly ducked into the rear of the Rolls. The two attendants climbed into the front, and the car began its journey towards London.
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Platform 9 % was quiet as the Hogwarts Express pulled into King’s Cross Station...for security reasons, parents had been kept on the Muggle side
of the brick-walled entrance. Once the all-clear was given, prefects allowed small groups of students to disembark in intervals. Teams of Aurors
quickly shepherded each group across the barrier and into the arms of their families. The process was streamlined through Ministry of Magic-
arranged “Closed for Repair” signs, floor-to-ceiling tarps and some well-placed Muggle repelling charms.

Hermione, Ron and Ginny were amongst the last leave the train. Siblings were grouped together, and prefects had to ensure that all within their
houses were accounted for.

Neither Ginny nor Hermione were all that happy with Ron at that moment. Ginny's ears still stung from his scolding...although Ron hadn’t actually
caught her snogging, it didn’'t escape him that she spent most of the trip thigh-against-thigh with Dean Thomas. Worse, she apparently hadn't even
looked for Harry, or realized that he had gotten off the train back at Hogsmeade Station.

Hermione was ill at ease for a different reason. Ron had gotten upset when she suggested that the prefects split up one per carriage to facilitate
continuous monitoring; he had apparently expected to patrol hand-in-hand. Hermione had thought this to be a tad presumptuous. Sure, he had
been there for her during the funeral, and hadn'’t left her side from there to the Tower and back to the train. There had been, however, no discussion
about how things stood between them...whether they were finally looking at themselves as a couple. It was as if Lavender had set the standard for
warp speed relationship progression.

“So what are you going to do now that Harry’s gone missing?” asked Ron, as another batch of students left the train.
“Besides sending my otter out to chew on his leg until he lets us know that he’s safe?” she replied. “I don’'t know.”
“Could always stay with us,” Ron said hopefully.

“No,” said Hermione, as she sized up his intentions. “I might as well use the time to be with my parents. I'm still underage on the other side, and I'm
going to have to coax a permission out of them to stay with Harry.”

“Yeah, well...don’t think that being of age will make it any easier for me to tell Mum that 'm not staying at the Burrow this summer, much less skiv out
on seventh year.”

Tonks stepped into the car. “Your turn, guys.”
“Heard from Harry?” asked Hermione.

“Nothing yet,” the pink-haired Auror replied with a slight smile (for it had been the eighth time that the younger witch had asked). “I'm going to get
his trunk to his relatives, then pop back to Hogwarts.”

Hermione nodded, as she checked off the last three names on the Gryffindor roster, shooed Crookshanks into his travel box, and began to drag her
trunk towards the head of the car.

“What are you doing?” ask Ron. “Forget your age already?” He pointed his wand at his trunk and levitated it towards the car door.

“No worries you haven’t,” Hermione replied as she dropped her hold on her trunk handle and levitated both her trunk and Ginny's. “You plan on
grabbing anything other than your wand this summer?”

“Won't need to with you around, | image,” Ron said, waggling his eyebrows.
Ginny's trunk lost altitude and hit Ron behind his knees. He tumbled backward and ended up flat on his back on the trunk’s lid.
“But he’s so used to grabbing his own wand,” Ginny giggled. “Why should he stop now?”

Hermione’s smile at Ginny’'s comment turned into a scowl as she turned towards Ron. She raised her wand towards him, ignoring Ron’s look of
uncertainty, and cast a shrinking spell on Ginny’s trunk. It shrank to the size of a paperback, which caused him to again fall, this time back flat on
the floor. Ginny and Tonks laughed as Hermione performed the same spell on her own trunk and placed it in the pocket of her jacket.

“Oy, what about mine?” Ron asked as he rubbed the back of his head.
“Oh,” Hermione replied sweetly, “I'll leave that to you. Wouldn’t want you to lose your touch.”

Ron let out an exasperated groan. He didn’t even try to shrink his trunk — he had yet to master that transfiguration charm and didn’t dare practice on
something that contained most of his worldly possessions. He levitated his trunk again and guided it out onto an empty cart on the platform.

Hermione swore she could hear a loud maternal shriek even before she passed through the wall.
“Ron! Ginny! Come here you two!”

As Hermione walked through the wall she saw Mrs. Weasley smother her two youngest children using arms that looked as if they had been



extended by one of the Twin’s products.
“Oh, and Hermione, give me a hug, too,” Mrs. Weasley said. “lam so glad that you're all safe and sound.”
“Not like you didn’t just see us this morning,” Ginny muttered.

“Yes, well, | wish you could have floo’d home with us, but what with the security and the lines at Hogsmeade...where’s Harry?” Mrs. Weasley asked,
suddenly realizing his absence.

“Don’'t really know,” replied Ron. “Tonks said he was pulled off the train to meet with the Headmistress just before we left Hogsmeade.”
“Headmistress? Well, yes, | suppose s0,” said Mrs. Weasley. She grabbed Ron and Ginny's chins and asked, “How are you two doing?”
“Fine,” Ron and Ginny replied, in a tone of voice that suggested otherwise.

“Nothing some home cooking can'timprove upon,” said Mrs. Weasley. “Once we get home, that is.”

“Mom, don't tease me, you know the train doesn’t have a dining car!” Ron whined. He didn’t mention the fact that without Harry on board to pay that
they'd been forced to let the snack trolley go by.

“We have to stop by St. Mungo’s,” said Mrs. Weasley. “Your father is trying to sort things out about Bill. Besides, once we use their floo connection
we’ll be home quicker than if we had taken a car.”

“Why is Bill at hospital?” asked Hermione. “We saw him at the funeral...didn't Madame Pomfrey released him from the infirmary?”

“Yes she did,” said Mrs. Weasley, with a sharp edge to her voice. “But it seems that some busybodies from the Department of Magical Creatures
have suddenly lost faith in her professional judgment. They've insisted he stay at St. Mungo’s until the next full moon.”

“Oh, no!” said Hermione, “Fleur must be so upset...that's what, ten days away? What about the wedding plans?”
“So did they decide to call it off?” Ginny asked, full of hope.

“Certainly not, Dear,” said Molly with an air of certainty. “Nothing is going to stop their happiness...not that vile Greyback, or Scrimgeour, or
anyone. Besides,” she said trying to lighten her mood, “it’s not as if the groom does a lot of the planning, right?”

A call came from across the hall. “Hermione! Over here!”

The bushy-haired witch looked up to see her parents waving at her. “Excuse, me, Mrs. Weasley,” she said with a happy but puzzled look on her
face.

“Yes, of course,” Molly replied. “Don’t be a stranger to the Burrow this summer, Dear.”

Hermione nodded as she turned to Ron and said, “I'll let you know if | hear anything.” She then gave him an awkward hug and ran towards her
parents. For some reason, they were wearing ridiculously oversized red-rimmed spectacles and were terribly overdressed; her mother was
wearing an evening gown, while her father was dressed in a tuxedo.

“Mum, Dad, it's so good to see you,” Hermione said, after a few necessary moments of smothering. “But really, you didn’'t have to get all dressed up
just for me.”

“And why not?” her mother asked with spring in her voice. “Like the latest trend in fashion eyewear?”
“Let me guess...they've got Muggle repellents set up and those glasses are what got you by them.”

“Right in one, Sweetie,” said Mr. Granger. “lt really is too bad that they're collecting them at the exit. We’ve got tickets to see Sir Elton at the
Palladium next month, and these are so Yellow Brick Road-ish.”

“Oh, Daddy, really ,” said Hermione. “So you've explained the glasses, now what about the formal wear?”
“You'll see,” said her father, with a grin plastered across his face.
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Hermione’s confusion was compounded once they left the station. Rather than cross the street to the car park, they steered her towards the taxi
rank.

“Where’s the car, Dad?”

“Oh, it's at home in the garage,” her father replied with a mischievous smile. Just then a black Bentley limousine splashed through the puddled
remnants of a rain shower and pulled in front of the queue. The car’s boot door popped open as the uniformed driver got out and tipped his hat.

“Good evening, Miss Granger,” the man said to Hermione. “Do you have any trunks to stow?”

Hermione looked at both of her parents, her mouth opening and closing wordlessly.



“What?” Mr. Granger asked. “Can’t we spoil the greatest wit....greatest student of her generation once in a while?”
Mrs. Granger chimed in. “Erm...we should keep Crookshanks with us, Dear... where’s your trunk?”

Too surprised to be thinking properly, Hermione reflexively reached into her pocket and pulled out the shrunken trunk. She caught her breath when
she realized what she had done, but, on a whim, handed the box to the driver with a smile. “They want to be cheeky, then so will |,”she thought to
herself.

The unflappable driver didn't miss a beat. “Very good, Miss Granger,” he said, as he took the box from Hermione and placed it in the boot. The evil
grin she gave her parents produced some chuckles.

“Touché,” said her mother, as the driver held open the rear door and the Granger family climbed into the back seat. Crookshanks whined, but
Hermione didn't let him out of his box. As the Bentley pulled out into traffic she decided to give up trying to pry any more information from her
parents; words would have had a tough time getting past their Cheshire Cat grins.

A small part of Hermione was bothered by how her parents were acting. Although owls had been sent to all Hogwarts parents informing them of
Dumbledore’s death and memorial service, they hadn’'t mentioned it at all. But she certainly wasn’t going to say anything...it was too easy to give
them the benefit of the doubt, and to assume that their antics were due in part to her long absence. Hermione also knew that she wasn’t the typical
boarding-school student home on hols; it felt more like a respite from a military tour of duty, and they were no doubt ecstatic just to see her alive.

That said, she was happy to be back with her parents - just not goofy-happy. But if they wanted to be goofy-happy, she had no problem
compartmentalizing her worries for a while. It was something she had learned to do very well whilst standing by Harry's side.

They tried to find things to talk about, but the conversation soon faltered. On other trips from King's Cross the Granger family sedan was filled with
stories about Hogwarts and Hermione’s world, but their Muggle driver put a damper on that type of discussion.

Hermione’s mother doled out bits and pieces of news about her cousins, the neighbors, and the school-aged children of their surgery staff. It was
the same thing every year — cousin Barry just graduated and was going to uni at Nottingham, only one of the Thompson twins passed their driver's
examination on first go, her neighbor Lizzie just got her braces removed, and so on.

Her mother always hoped that these updates would strengthen the tenuous string that kept her attached to the Muggle world. Hermione, however,
had long realized that the stories produced the opposite effect. Hers was, quite simply, a world turned upside down, and the stories only
emphasized that fact. Her “normal” was a world in which ghosts and goblins and Dark Lords ran about; it was the world of computers, and dental
floss, and angst-filled pimply-faced teens that was unreal.

“Well,”Hermione thought to herself as the car moved through traffic, “maybe the teenage angst part is the same.”
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In a different part of London the passengers within another black limousine were anything but goofy-happy.

The Dursleys had spent two hours waiting for Dudley’s hero. At first they were elated — they’d been taken to a ballroom at the Savoy, and it had all
seemed so posh , so West End — Petunia had already exposed two rolls of film for bragging material with the neighbors. The elation had turned to
frustration as time dragged on, however. They hadn’t even been fed. And then came word that the meeting place had been changed, and that they
needed to be driven to a different location. Vernon’s face had turned crimson, and his neck bulged out against his shirt collar.

Only Dudley’s pleas to do whatever was needed for him to collect his autograph kept his father’s temper in check, at least until Vernon realized that
the car they were now riding in was driving around in circles.
“I!

“Alright,” he bellowed, with face turned puce, “I've had enough of this. Take us back home.”

“But father,” Dudley lamented.

“But father nothing,” Vernon replied. “It's clear to me that someone has played a nasty joke on us...Oy! Did you hear me up there, bring us back
home!”

The man in the car's passenger seat turned around to face Vernon. “I
a few minutes.”

m afraid that's not possible, sir. Just sit back, and you'll be at your meeting in

“Meeting with whom?” Vernon shouted. “I said, take us home...or are you holding us against our will?”
“Sorry, sir,” the man replied, “it will all be made clear at your meeting.”

“Meeting with whom, | ask you again!” Vernon cried out. He stopped for a moment to wrap himself around a thought that turned his red face a bit
paler.

“You....you aren't those kind of people are you?”
The man looked at him questioningly. “What kind of those people are you talking about?”
“You know,” Vernon replied, “one of those... Freaks ...like Dumbledore.... you know...wizards?”

“Wizards?” the man said incredulously. “You're asking me if 'm a wizard?”



“Yeah, that’s right.”
The man broke out into a laugh and turned towards the driver. “Hey Gerry, did you here that? This bloke thinks we’re bleeding wizards!”

He turned back to face Vernon with a sneer. “That'’s right, sir, you found us out, ...caught us with our wizard’s robes down, you did. My name is
Merlin and my friend over there is Tinkerbell.”

“Clap if you believe in fairies,” the driver said with a laugh.
Vernon turned red again. “l demand you return us to our home!”

“Alright, tubby, I've had enough of you,” the man said. “Sit back, and shut yer mush.” He reached into his coat and withdrew a handgun. “Or | might
have to use my wand.”

Vernon quickly sat back in his seat.

“That’s better,” the man said as he holstered his firearm. Nodding towards a suddenly nauseous Dudley, he added, “Oy, Tubby...don't go making a
mess, we just got the upholstery redone.”

Dudley whimpered, but managed to keep his stomach down.

The Dursleys didn’'t say a word for the rest of their trip. They were too scared to see much either, else they might have noticed the black Beefeater
hats worn by red-uniformed guards, as the car pulled off the road and through the gates of a military barracks.

Chapter 3 — Knight Protectors of the Realm

Hermione didn’t fail to recognize her location as saluting members of the Queen’s Guard allowed their limousine access through the main gates of
Buckingham Palace. From that point on she was in fairytale land. Doormen rushed to open the door of their car and Beefeaters sprung to attention
as they walked up the Palace steps. Someone introduced herself as Crookshank’s hostess for the evening, and carried him off for some feline
pampering. A separate escort led them through the obscenely ornate main entrance and up a red-carpeted staircase. Hermione found opulence
wherever she looked.

“This is unreal,” she told her parents.
“Well,” said her father, “for a girl that has flown on a hippo-giraffe that is saying something, isn't it?”
Hermione giggled. “They’re called hippogriffs, Daddy.”

But even her parents took a moment to take in their surroundings. The room they'd been shown into had gold-trimmed walls and was furnished with
eighteenth-century antique chaises and ottomans trimmed in gold. Two chandeliers, each at least ten feet in diameter, hung from a gold-trimmed
ceiling. The floors were carpeted in an antique Oriental rug large enough to cover the King's Cross meeting hall. And the artwork was stunning even
if it was static; life-sized portraits of kings and queens throughout the ages, along with what Hermione recognized as works by Rembrandt,
VerMeer, and Reubens.

Their escort left them with word that someone else would be with them shortly. Hermione walked into the room, expecting at any moment to have
museum guards materialize and scold her for touching the furniture. There was a fire within a marble-tiled fireplace set against the far wall. Sitting
next to that fire was a person whom at first glance didn’t appear out of place, given his formal attire.

It was the unruly mop of black hair that shook Hermione out of her "every-girl-wants-to-be-a-princess" mindset.

The teen-aged witch tore across the room with a shout and tackled her best friend as he stood to greet her. The force of this hug knocked him back
down onto the chair.

Harry smiled; he’d been in worst places recently than lost in Hermione Granger's mass of hair.
“Oh, Harry,” she cried into his shoulder, “Where have you been? | was so worried about you when Tonks told us you weren’t on the train!”

The black-haired wizard tilted his head sideways to get a partial view of Hermione’s parents. With his arms wrapped around her, he had to blow a
sizeable chunk of her hair away from his face in order to clear his throat. “It's very nice to meet you again, Mr. and Mrs. Granger,” he said with a
smile.

Hermione jerked her head off of Harry's shoulder and looked at him crossly.
“Oh....nice to see you too, Hermione,” he said. The mock sincerity earned him a punch in the arm.

“Now Hermionikins,” her father laughed, as he walked towards the pair. “How am | going to be able to shake his hand if you break the arm that's
attached?”

“Shake it nice and hard, please,” she replied. “And maybe squeeze some sense into him before he tries to take off again without his friends.”

“Hermionikins?” asked a grinning wizard.



“Never you mind, Mr. Potter,” Hermione replied, as she pulled her friend to his feet.

“How did you get here, Harry?” Mr. Granger asked as he shook the young wizard’s hand. “Hermione told us you weren’t on the train.”
“I flew.”

“Flew?” Hermione asked incredulously. “In broad daylight?”

“Yeah, it was brilliant.”

“On a broom?”

“No, on a Gulfstream, silly.”

Hermione frowned. “A jet? How did you arrange that?”

“It was the...well, a friend of Dumbledore’s,” her best friend replied. “All in all much more comfortable than the Firebolt...pleasant meal, comfy nap,
and I didn’'t have to land every time I needed to use the loo. They even let me fly it for a bit.”

“They did?” asked Mrs. Granger.
“Yeah, well, once we were in the air and cruising. Funny, the pilot told me that | was a natural at flying.”
“Imagine that,” said Mr. Granger with a laugh.

Harry laughed as well. “l| wasn't too sure at first. Couldn’t even think about magic, or else I'd have probably fried all of the avionics. But they let me
dive, and move the rudders, and they explained all of the instruments for me...Mr. Weasley would have thought he had died and gone to Muggle
Heaven.”

“Harry,” said Hermione, “this is just too weird. Mom and Dad all dressed up with a car that takes us to Buckingham Palace, only to find you here in
black tie after using an airplane to get home from Hogwarts? Will somebody please tell me what's going on?”

“You'll see,” said Harry with a grin.

“Now that's just what we keep telling her, but will she listen?” asked Mr. Granger dryly.

The French doors opened at the end of the room and a well-dressed man approached them.

“Oh, Brian,” said Harry. “I'd like you to meet my friend Hermione Granger and her parents.”

He turned and grinned at Hermione. “Yes ,” he teased wordlessly, “Im on a first name basis with the Palace staff as vell .”
“Thank you, Harry,” Hermione's mother said, “but we’ve already met Mr. Willox.”

It was her parent’s turn to fall under Hermione’'s evil eye.

“Good evening, Miss Granger, and welcome.” the man said to Hermione. “Your mother thought that after your travel you might want to freshen up a
bit, and perhaps - well, she gave us a few things this morning in case you might like to change?”

Hermione tried to articulate something but couldn’t manage anything more than an open-mouthed “Huh?”
“It's okay, Hermione,” said Harry. “Just go with the flow...they did the same for me.”

Hermione’s mother grabbed her hand and led her out of the room. “Listen to your friend, dear, and flow with Brian and me towards the Palace
powder room.”

Once they alone, Harry and Mr. Granger spent a moment walking around the room examining the artwork. Harry felt more than a little awkward.
It was Mr. Granger that broke the ice.
“So how long have you known?”

“Erm, | don’t really know what | know, Sir,” Harry replied. “For all of the teasing | was giving your daughter, | don’t really have an idea what’s going to
happen much past dinner. How long have you known?”

“We got the invitation about two weeks ago, and Brian visited this morning with some more details.”
“Two weeks?”

“Yes, does that mean anything to you?”

Harry paused for a moment. “Only that this visit was likely arranged by Dumbledore before he...”

“Oh, Harry,” Mr. Granger said, “I'm so sorry for your loss. Hermione’s told us how close you were to your Headmaster.”



“Thank you, Sir.”
“Harry...there’s so much I'd like to ask you, but now is certainly not...”
“No, that’s alright, Sir. As much as Hermione’s done for me, as much as she’s risked...you've risked.... it's the least | can do.”

“Thank you, Harry,” Mr. Granger replied. “l hope you don’t think 'm trying to go behind Hermione’s back, but she’s told us that owl mail can't be
trusted anymore, and she’s no doubt afraid we’d refuse to let her return to Hogwarts if she tells us too much.”

“lunderstand, Sir. She’s very lucky to have two parents that care so much for her.”

Mr. Granger nodded, then thought for a moment. “We were told that Dumbledore died during an attack on the castle by the Death Eaters...is it true
that he was murdered by one of your instructors?”

“Yes,” said Harry, “our former potions professor, Snape. Dumbledore trusted him, even though he used to be a Death Eater. He’d been acting as a
double agent— spying for us as he was pretending to spy for Voldemort....only he wasn’t pretending.”

“Was Hermione involved...in the fighting....was he there?”

“Not really,” Harry said. “She was guarding a part of the castle away from the fight...stunned by Snape before she knew that he’d turned...and as far
as we know, Voldemort wasn't directly involved.”

“No, 'm sorry, | meant the one that tried to...well, the one that attacked Hermione.”

Harry winced as he realized that Mr. Granger was asking about the previous years’ attack at the Department of Mysteries — the night Sirius died
and Hermione was almost killed by one of Voldemort's Death Eaters.

“Dolohov wasn't there,” he replied softly.
“Harry, 'm sorry, | didn't mean too...well | guess | should have expected that, and you should be proud tonight rather than despondent.”
“I don’t feel very proud right now, Sir.”

“Well you should, you know,” Mr. Granger replied. “Hermione’s proud of you, and we’re proud of the way that you've shouldered what life’s thrown at
the both of you.”

“But it's not fair that she has that burden,” Harry replied. “l was marked for this mission as a baby...it's a destiny | can’'t shake. But she doesn’t have
to...”

“Oh yes she does,” Mr. Granger countered. “Hermione has made that quite clear to her mother and myself. Frankly, from all that 've learned about
your world she’s always going to be safer by your side... if you hadn’t rescued her she’d have been a troll's Halloween snack, right?”

“Yes, but it was Ron who clubbed the troll on the head...”
“Only after a very brave eleven year-old boy jumped on his back and stuffed his wand up the troll's nose, right?”
“Yes, but...”

“Enough with the ‘yes-buts,” Harry,” Mr. Granger replied. “Hermione’s told us Voldemort would kill all of the Muggleborn witches and wizards if he
could...was she right?”

“Yes, Sir.”
“Then Hermione would be at risk even if she did nothing.”
Harry thought about what Mr. Granger said.

“The girls will be back soon...let me just say that | hope that we get to see a lot of you this summer. And | hope that if there’s any way that Emily and |
can help that you'll let us. Fair enough?”

“Yes, Sir. Thank you again, sir.”

They returned to their artwork inspections as Harry thought about what Hermione’s father had said. It wasn't as if Hermione hadn’t told him that she
was proud of him before, but what did it mean for her to tell that to her parents?

Harry's jaw dropped when Hermione returned to the room with her mother.
Mr. Granger whistled softly. “Emily, where did my little girl go, and who is this Velo on your arm?”
“They’re called Veelas, daddy,” Hermione, said as she walked up and kissed him on the cheek. “But thank you, anyway.”

It was déja vu all over again for Harry...Hermione was wearing the same dress robes that she had worn at the Yule Ball. Except they couldn’t be the
same...that was two years ago, Harry thought, and she’s grown taller since then, and...and filled out in ways school robes dont show..



Hermione bore in on Harry's reaction.
“So you remember?”

“How could | ever forget,” Harry replied. All of the discomfort built up during his talk with her father melted away at his feet, and was replaced by a
rather warm feeling.

“Erm...Mr. and Mrs. Granger, may | steal your daughter away for a minute?” Harry asked.

“You've had her for the past nine months and still need more time?” Mr. Granger asked with a smile. “Okay, you got a minute.. .just know that I'll be
looking at the most beautiful witch of her generation the whole time.”

"You and me both, Sir."
“Oh, stop, you two!” Hermione said, as Harry led her to a different part of the room and whispered.
“How did your mother, | mean, they shouldn’t have fit you, | mean...not that you're bigger now...well you are...but in a nice way, but....”

Hermione put one hand on her hip, raised an eyebrow at Harry and smiled as he desperately tried to talk himself out of his mess. She finally came
to his rescue.

“They’re the same robes, Harry...Mum sent them to Madam Malkin's last week hoping to find the same style in a different size, but they only needed
a resizing spell.”
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“Of, course,” Harry said. “I'm sorry, Hermione — I guess it's hard...hard to talk when your breath’s been... erm, speaking as a friend...of course...
did l ever tell you that night that you looked beautiful?”

“You didn’t have to,” Hermione said sweetly. “Your eyes said it for you, just as they are now...as a friend of course. And thanks, Harry.”
“I'm just worried that Krum'’s going to pop out of the fireplace and spirit you away...”
“Or that Ginny would show up?” Hermione asked.

Harry frowned, and Hermione kicked herself. She had only been trying to play along, and let Harry know that he looked handsome in his evening
wear as well, but Merlin! How stupid and insensitive could she be?

“Or Ron?” Harry asked. “Maybe he should be here meeting your parents instead of me?”
Hermione sighed. “I'm sorry, Harry, | was stupid to say that.”

“No, you weren't, especially now that you and Ron...”

“You and Ron what, Harry?”

“Well, just that...”

Hermione grabbed both of her friend's hands.

“Harry, you and I need to sit down and have a long chat about things. But not now...Mum and Dad are looking at us, and there’s some flow we have
to go with, right?”

“Yeah, guess you're right.”

Hermione then surprised Harry by kissing him on his cheek. “If whoever set this up had wanted Ron here tonight he’d have been here. But he’s not,
and that's fine, because there’s no boy I'd rather my parents get to know more than you.”

“Really?”
“Yes, really. Now let's head back over there and let Daddy dote on me some more.”

Hermione grabbed Harry's hand as they walked back to her parents, who were trying (but failing) to act as if they wouldn’'t have paid anything for a
pair of extendable ears.

When dinner was announced they were led into a small but lavishly appointed dining room with a table set for four. Atop the table were the finest
crystal, china and silverware that any of them had ever seen. The meal served on this dinnerware was equal in its sumptuousness, with main
courses of roast pheasant, braised lamb chops and poached salmon.

Harry told them about his day in between the fork selection lessons that Hermione discretely provided. Not really knowing how much Hermione had
told her parents about Hogwarts and Voldemort, he spoke in general terms. Harry did say that had arrived at the Palace about an hour before they
had met. Hermione in turn talked about the train trip, and Bill's confinement to St. Mungo’s.

Once they had finished eating, Household staff silently poured tea.



“l have to admit,” Harry said with a chuckle, “that this was a far better meal with far better company than what | had a right to expect for tonight.”
“No, Harry,” Hermione replied. “You had every right to expect more than the horrible treatment you've been given all of these years.”
“Speaking of horrible,” Roger Granger said, “we didn’t see the Dursleys at the platform this evening.”

“Our hosts took care of them,” replied Harry. “You'll see them in a bit, limagine.”

“They’re here?” asked Hermione.

“Um, somewhere near here, | think...Brian asked me if | wanted them to join us for dinner, but | suggested that my Aunt and Uncle might prefer their
own company.”

“That’s too bad,” said Mrs. Granger. “Hermione’s spoke of them...I would have liked to have seen if they really did sport cloven hooves and horns.”
“Don’'t give your daughter any ideas,” Harry replied with a laugh.

“Now, son,” said Mr. Granger, “...erm, you don’'t mind if | call you that, do you?”

Hermione looked at her dad with saucer eyes. “Dad!”

“No, Mr. Granger, | don't.” replied Harry, smiling at Hermione’s embarrassment in an attempt to cover his own. “Although, it's a bit of a surprise
given how little you know me.”

“How little we know you?” asked Mrs. Granger. She chuckled. “Harry, some day you'll have to read the owl posts Hermione sent us during her first
few years at Hogwarts. I've got them stored back home.”

“Mum!” said Hermione, turning a shade of red that Harry thought complemented her periwinkle robes quite nicely. “You didn't! You can’t!”

“Emily’s right, young man” Hermione’s father chimed in. “Took me three months into the first term before | realized that there were students at her
school that weren’t named Harry Potter.”

“Arrrrgh...” Hermione exclaimed with exasperation. “What'’s next...the photo albums?”
“Oh, no” Mr. Granger replied. “We’ve got those saved for when Harry comes to visit us.”
Hermione scowled.

Mr. Granger continued with gleam in his eyes. “As | said before, Harry,  hope we have the opportunity to get to know you better this summer.
Hermione has never had any Hogwarts friends visit her at home, and I'd love to get the real story about what she’s been up to the past six years.”

IKDad!"
Brian entered the room before Hermione could be embarrassed any further and announced that it was time for the evening’s entertainment.

As they left the table, Harry stepped back so as to give Hermione the chance to walk next to her parents. Mr. and Mrs. Granger, however, had
different ideas, and shooed him towards their daughter and let the two of them take the lead. Hermione leaned back and raised her eyebrows,
giving her parents the universal teenager sign for “Mom, Dad, stop embarrassing me!” That didn’t prevent her, though, from turning towards Harry
and grabbing his arm with a sly smile.

“Harry Potter,” she said, “if you aren’'t going to tell me where we’re going or what's happening next, then 'm going to insist that you lend me an arm
for comfort.”

The black-haired wizard laughed, and replied, “Hermione...you know you never need a reason to ask for my arm.”

The teen-aged witch looked into Harry's eyes as if to divine some meaning. This kept her from seeing the smiles and knowing looks on the faces
of each of her parents as they followed behind.
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Harry and the three Grangers were ushered into a lavishly intimate drawing room where a dozen chairs trimmed in gold satin had been placed in
two rows. Brian directed Hermione’s parents towards the first row of chairs, and then led Hermione and Harry to spots facing the far wall a few feet
in front of the Grangers. He smiled, wished them luck, and took a seat behind Hermione’s parents.

A hidden door opened in the wall in front of the two teenagers, and several men dressed in ornate crimson and gold suits entered. Behind them
strode a matronly woman who stepped in front of Harry and Hermione and smiled.

“Mr. Potter, Miss Granger, allow me to welcome you and your guests to Buckingham Palace. We should be ready to startin a moment.”
“Excuse me, Ma’am, but start what?” asked Hermione.
“Why, the ceremony, of course,” replied the woman. “Ah...but you still don’t know, do you?”

“We're afraid not.”



“Well, then, apologies are in order. The Prince thought it might be a rather nice surprise for you. I'm sure Her Majesty would have talked about it at
dinner had it been possible. You see, there was a state dinner with the King of Norway that had been planned for months, but the Prince thought it
best if we proceeded directly upon your return to London.”

Another member of the palace staff strode through the doorway and whispered into the woman’s ear.

“Right, then, here we go,” she told Hermione and Harry.

“But what are we supposed to do?” asked Harry.

“Don’'t worry, Mr. Potter,” the woman replied. “Just follow Her Majesty’s lead. She’s done these things hundreds of times, you know."

The Queen strode into the room, followed by a large retinue of staff. She wore a long navy blue evening gown and white long-sleeved gloves.
Hermione looked like she was about to faint. Harry, having already met the Queen’s son that morning, found it a bit easier to go with what was now
a very royal flow.

The monarch stepped towards Harry and Hermione and offered them a welcome, and a personal apology for having missed the opportunity to dine
with them. She then took a few steps back onto a small platform that four members of the Palace staff had placed down on the floor.

“Well,” she announced, “shall we begin?”
The Queen looked at Harry. “Mr. Potter, tradition holds that a knight candidate may choose the sword by which his or her title is conferred.”

The two teen-agers looked at each other with shock, having finally realized what was about to happen. Hermione turned to her parents, only to find
them beaming smiles back at her.

An attendant approached the Queen’s side, holding a sheathed sword. “We use my father’s sword quite often,” she continued, one hand gesturing
to her side, “It's a very nice sword...perfectly adequate...but, perhaps, Mr. Potter, you might prefer a different instrument?”

Harry's head snapped up slightly; the Queen was looking at him with the kind of sparkle in her eyes that he often saw in Dumbledore’s. He stole a
peek at Hermione; there was nothing stolen about the wide-eyed stare that bounced back. She looked like she was going to kill him, just as soon
as the Queen was out of blood splatter range.

Harry looked back at the Queen and smiled. “Thank you, Your Majesty. With no disrespect meant towards your father or his sword, | believe 1do.”

The black-haired wizard swung his rucksack in front of him and loosened the straps. He flipped the cover back to reveal the jewel-encrusted hilt of a
silver bladed sword.

Harry looked at Hermione with another smile; she was silently mouthing the words “You dont— You arent!— You cant!” in rapid-fire repetition. His
smile widened as he unsheathed the Sword of Gryffindor and offered it to the Queen.

The monarch grabbed hold of the sword’s hilt and gracefully swung the blade to one side in small waist-level arcs.

“Ah,” she softly cooed. “It is magnificent. We have heard legends about this sword,” she said. She looked down at Harry. “Perhaps there will come
time when a restored Lord Gryffindor will wield it?”

Harry looked at the Queen, gobsmacked by her statement.
“We believe,” she stated, "that it is time for the other witnesses to be brought forth.”

Harry and Hermione heard doors opening behind them and turned as the Dursleys were escorted into the room. They didn’t look very happy. Two
large men prodded them towards the second row of chairs; one had what appeared to be a chopstick in his hand, and was waving it around with a
manic grin. Vernon eyes narrowed into tiny slits and his teeth clenched when he saw Harry standing with the Queen. The condition of Petunia’s
teeth was indeterminable, as they were presently covered by lips fixed in an oval-shaped open-mouthed silent scream.

The Queen smiled and announced, “We welcome all of you Buckingham Palace, and to this ceremony. We are most pleased that while this is
event is necessarily a non-public occasion that these two young people are still able to celebrate with those closest to them.”

Hermione gave Harry a disapproving glance as he looked back at his Aunt and Uncle and stifled a snort.
Still smiling, the Queen continued. “Mr. Potter, Miss Granger, please kneel.”
Hermione and Harry followed the command as a herald unrolled a lambskin parchment and read out:

“Oye, Oye, Oye. Be it made known amongst those present, and throughout the land at such time deemed prudent, that Harry James
Potter, son of James and Lily Potter, and Hermione Jane Granger, daughter of Roger and Emily Granger, have performed heroic acts
in the defense of the Realm, and demonstrated loyalty, bravery and strength of spirit worthy of emulation for all across our lands. To
honor these actions and their strength of character, Her Royal Majesty, the Queen, hereby invites them to join the Most Royal Order of
Arthur as Knight Protectors of the Realm.”

The herald rolled up the parchment as two members of the palace staff lifted red silk hoods over Hermione’s and Harry's heads. Sewn on the
outside of each elongate hood was a gold lion reared on hind legs.



As the hoods were being placed around their necks they heard a not so quiet “No!”shouted behind them. They turned to see Harry's Aunt and
Uncle’s beet-red faces trembling with anger and confusion. The two men that had escorted them into the room clamped down upon Vernon and
Petunia’s shoulders with ham-fists. In addition, the man behind Vernon placed one end of his chopstick into the entrance of Vernon’s left ear. It was
the last they heard from the Harry's Aunt and Uncle during the ceremony.

Dudley was, frankly, too ill educated and oblivious to realize what was happening. His little brain was wondering when the Queen was going to
introduce him to his boxing hero.

“Today you are invited to join the Most Royal Order of Arthur,” said the Queen, in a clear voice that filled the room. “This is the oldest Royal Order
within our Empire...and also the least well known. The Order was established in the earliest days of the Realm by those pledged to battle Evil as
members of King Arthur’s Round Table. Over the centuries, members of the Order of Arthur have fought in the greatest battles never described by
any historian.”

“At least,” the Queen said as she looked down at Harry and Hermione with a smile, “by those who wrote the Muggle history books.”

The staff members who had given Hermione and Harry their hoods returned to the Queen’s side with two boxes. Within each were identical jewel-
encrusted medallions fashioned in gold and platinum. The starburst-shaped badges bore crossed swords and wands within their centres.

“Of the many that sat with Arthur at his Round Table, twelve were both warrior and wizard. It is said that King Arthur created the Order as a tribute to
these twelve and their loyal service, and that Merlin himself created its emblems. Unlike the badges of most other Orders, these emblems are
returned once a Knight Protector passes on, so that they can in turn be passed along to a worthy successor.”

“Begging your pardon, Your Royal Majesty,” said Hermione, “but does that mean that these are two of the original twelve?”
“Yes, Miss Granger,” said the Queen, “these badges are more than 1,200 years old.”
Hermione looked at the relics with awe.

The Queen continued. “All who are here today should understand that given the nature of the service performed by those within the Order of Merlin
itis necessarily a secret society. We note with sadness that with Sir Albus’s passing, there is only one other living member. Were he in better
health, Sir Evan would have been here today to celebrate with you and your families. We hope that you will have opportunity to meet with him soon.”

Hermione and Harry looked at each other with astonishment, each wondering who this Sir Evan could be and what he had done to join an Order
that included Albus Dumbledore.

The Queen raised Godric’s sword into the air. “Now for the fun part,” she stated.

Tapping the flat edge of the sword on Harry's shoulders, the Queen said, “Harry James Potter, | dub thee Sir Harry, Knight Protector, Order of
Arthur.”

The Queen then moved to face Hermione and placed three similar taps on her shoulders. “Hermione Jane Granger, | dub thee Dame Hermione,
Knight Protector, Order of Arthur.”

The monarch then took a step back, and said, “Arise, Sir Harry and Dame Hermione, and go forth into the Realm with certain knowledge of Our
support.”

The Queen stepped towards Harry and returned the sword. She then shook their hands and said, “We understand that you have had a long day,
and we shan’t keep you any longer. Know that you will always find welcome in our presence wherever that might be.”

“Thank you, Ma’am,” said Harry.

One of the Queen’s assistants gave her a third box, which she passed to Hermione. “We are also aware that there is a third who deserves Royal
recognition, and who will no doubt be at your sides as you face the challenges that lie before you. Were he here today, we would be bestowing
upon him similar honors. We hope that Mr. Ronald Weasley and those others who are...shall we say...fully vested in the wizarding world...might
some day be publicly recognized by us without fear of repercussions. In the interim, should you think it safe, we ask that you convey to Mr. Weasley
our thanks, and on behalf of the Crown and our Government provide him with this token of gratitude.”

“Thank you, Ma’am,” Hermione said. “We will.”

Mr. and Mrs. Granger were directed by the Palace staff towards the Queen. She shook their hand and congratulated them on their daughter’'s
accomplishments. A photographer stepped up to take a few pictures of the Queen, Harry and the Grangers.

Petunia Dursley, totally forgetting that it was because of Harry that she was even in the same room as the Queen, rushed towards the monarch for
picture proof. The Queen glanced up at Petunia’s direction, but seemed to stare right through her as she turned and left the room. Petunia’s view
was blocked by several members of the Household staff before her camera’s flash was fully charged.

Noticing that Petunia’s efforts had failed, Hermione broke away from her parents and walked straight up to Harry’s aunt. “Im sorry, but were you
hoping to bring home a souvenir?” she asked cloyingly. “Here, let me help you.”

Hermione reached into her dress robes, discretely pulled out her wand, and flicked it towards Petunia. Harry look over to see what trouble she
might be getting into and broke out into a laugh. His aunt was throwing the quietest fit he’d ever seen from her, apparently thanks to a Silencio
spell. Hermione had also managed to transfigure his aunt’s dress into a long white shift with flashing red letters on the front that read:



“My nephewwas knighted by the Queen and all | got vas this lousy t-shirt.”

Harry walked over to Hermione and gave her a hug. Turning towards his Aunt, he took great pride in introducing her to the brightest witch of his
generation.

Chapter 4 — Karma’s Little Helpers

The Palace had made arrangements for Hermione’s parents to spend the night in town at the Savoy. Mr. and Mrs. Granger had amazed their
daughter with their willingness to let her spend the night at the Dursleys. It had, in fact, been harder to convince Harry, as he had argued quite
strongly that she should be with her family. He only relented after Hermione promised that she would spend the following day with her parents.

The Dursleys were not at all happy at the prospect of Hermione’s stay, but the Crown impressed upon them the fact that they really had no say in the
matter. Vernon nearly popped the collar button of his dress shirt when he learned that Brian Willox, the Palace staff member that had coordinated
the knighting ceremony, would also be staying with them. Brian had noted that the Queen wished to ensure that Sir Harry's stay wasn't an
“‘inconvenience.”

When Vernon made it clear that the Queen’s wishes alone weren’t going to hold sway, Brian quietly slipped the man a piece of paper. Upon this
paper was a list...a list of twenty people who all had connections to the House of Windsor. Four had been knighted, twelve had dined with the Royal
Family, eighteen belonged to the same club as a Royal, three had children with royal godparents; one of them was even two-hundred thirty-seventh
on the succession list. These people all had one more thing in common, however.

Each and every one of them had the power to ruin Vernon’s career at Grunnings.

His supervising director, three members of the Grunnings corporate board, a half dozen board members from Grunnings’s corporate parent, and
key decision makers from their eight largest accounts. And any of them could put Harry's Uncle on the curb.

Vernon Dursley was too stupid to be afraid of magical threats, but he was plenty smart enough to recognize why the list had been provided for his
review. It was blackmail; pure, simple and effective. Familiar as well; Vernon had been no stranger to similar tactics as he had climbed up the
Grunnings corporate ladder.

He returned the sheet of paper to Brian very quietly.

With an eye towards getting the blood protections back in place as soon as possible, Aunt Petunia was asked to join Harry, Hermione and Brian
for the trip to Little Whinging. Vernon and Dudley rode home in the back of a trailing van.

As they were driven towards Surrey, Brian Willox answered their questions in a straightforward, but slightly reticent manner, acting as if the details
of his life should be unimportant to those he’d been assigned to serve. At the age of 38, he had just recently been awarded his twenty-year's
service pin as a member of the royal staff. He was the latest in a long line of Willoxes to work at the Palace; his great-great grandfather Edwin had
been a groomsman in the early years of Victoria’s reign. Brian had started as a cook’s assistant in the kitchens, and after ten years had worked
his way up to the position of associate chef. In what he considered a beneficent stroke of luck, one of the Queen’s grandchildren had made ita
habit to sneak into the kitchens, and over time had taken a liking to Brian. That relationship led to a position on the personal staff of the Prince’s
family, where he had worked ever since. While Brian had no immediate family, he did know someone whose occupation no doubt had something to
do with his new assignment...his younger sister, Christina, was a Muggleborn witch that ran a Wizard’s Bed and Breakfast in Coventry.
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Muggle Summer, Wizard's Fall
Knight Protectors of the Realm, Part 1 (part 2)

“Oh my,” Hermione exclaimed, when she learned this news, “so that means you're a card-carrying Muggle?”
“Yes indeed, Dame Hermione,” Brian said, as he fished a small card from his billfold and handed it to her.

Harry leaned over to get a glimpse. At first glance it appeared to be a “Loyal Customer” discount card for a chain of Muggle home electronic
stores. With a tap of Hermione’s wand, however, the card morphed into a parchment containing magical images of Brian and his sister, their
names and addresses, and the following text:

The Muggle bearer of this parchment is an immediate family member of a witch or wizard citizen of the United Kingdom of Magical Great Britain.
As such, they may lawfully retain knowledge of the wizarding world and possess magical items in quantities up to those limits established by
Exemption 13.B subpart (f) of Protection of Muggles Act and the International Confederation of Wizards' Statute of Secrecy.

Amelia Bones, Head
Department of Magical Law Enforcement
The United Kingdom of Magical Great Britain

“Wow,” said Harry, “l've never seen one of these before.”
“Really?” asked Hermione. “That's a bit odd. My parents got their cards the day after | accepted my invitation to attend Hogwarts.”

They looked up at Petunia, who was trying desperately to feign ignorance of their conversation and its content. “Yes, we received those cards as
well,” she finally replied. “About as easy to ignore as those blasted invitations.”

Harry wanted to ask Brian more about what he knew, and who else at the Palace was in the know, but hesitated with Petunia sitting across from
him. Hermione urged Harry to close his eyes for a few minutes’ rest. Without asking, Brian took Crookshanks out of his travel box, placed the box
on the floor and lifted Crookshanks onto his lap. This freed up the bench space between Harry and Hermione, so that when Harry did close his
eyes, and his head dropped to the side, it landed on her shoulder. Hermione looked at Brian and quietly offered him her thanks. He smiled and
nodded his head slightly. Crookshanks, who was getting the spot under his left ear scratched, looked up at Brian and purred his thanks as well.

It only took Petunia a few seconds to destroy the “one big happy back seat” vibe. Demonstrating that she lacked any of Brian’s reserve, she hissed
out at Hermione.

“Are you Harry's girlfriend? Because if you are, or if you think that even with the Queen’s favor | will allow you two to sleep together under my roof,
then you are sorely mistaken.”

Hermione sat quietly for a few seconds, until she was reasonably certain that she could put Harry's aunt in her place without waking him. When she
turned towards Petunia, Harry's head swung off her shoulder and into her lap. Without thinking, she removed his eyeglasses and cradled his head
with her left hand as she launched into a response.

“Petunia, If | share a bed with Harry tonight it will be because somebody needs to be within arm's reach to get him through the nightmares and night
terrors that he has suffered all of these years. Merlin knows he can’'t count on you to do that.”

Petunia’s indignant reply of “Well I've never...” was immediately cut off by, “And that's half the problem!”

“If I sleep next to Harry tonight it will be because somebody needs to watch his back," Hermione continued. "Somebody he can trust to be there. To
be there if or when the evil that killed your sister, and his father... and the evil that killed Albus Dumbledore last week...decides to come knocking on
your door.”

Petunia gasped at the news of Dumbledore’s death. Brian felt the air temperature drop precipitously and asked the driver to turn off the air
conditioning.

“No, Petunia,” Hermione continued, “l am not Harry’s girlfriend. But | am everything else. | am Harry's Guardian Angel, | am his comrade in arms and
I am his devoted friend.”

Brian felt air moving against his face and was alarmed to see that Hermione’s hair begin to sway out as a breeze began to circulate around the
cabinin a clockwise direction. Something was definitely wrong with the car’s ventilation system.

“lam his rock just as he is my shield. Get between us and you will get squished.”

Brain noticed that Hermione's eyes were on fire and there was a silvery glow building behind her wind-swept hair.
“l am the mother bear protective of her cub. Try to separate me from him and you will get mauled.”

Brian began to compare his present experience against select scenes from various horror movies.

“From everything Harry has told me, you and your family have made Harry’s life a living hell for the past sixteen years. Well, not this summer,
Petunia...not this summer! Because | am Lily Evans Potter, back from the dead, and your day of reckoning has arrived!”



Unsure if that kind of channeling was actually possible in the wizarding world, Petunia slid as far away from the young witch as she could.

Hermione took a deep breath and paused. The storm that had literally been brewing in the back seat passed, and Brian noticed that the electric
tension in the air had somehow been drained. Deciding to punctuate her remarks, Hermione pulled out her wand and casually rested it on Harry's
side. Adopting a sweet, conversational voice that seemed all the more sinister when juxtaposed against previous comments, she added, “Oh, and
Petunia, dear...in case you didn’'t clue into the fact that we weren’t pestered by Ministry owls when | transfigured your dress, | am seventeen and an
adultin Harry's world. 1 am sure you realize what that means.”

Petunia’s eyes went wide and she tried to swallow the sanctimonious retort that she had been mentally rehearsing during Hermione’s scolding.
Crookshanks relaxed and pushed his ear against Brian's hand. He got his wish, as Brian silently tried to gauge whether the witch who was sitting
across from him was going to make his job easier or harder.

Hermione’s eyes moved towards the side window and out into the night, as she tried to figure out where the uncharacteristic passion and fury had
come from, and where it went during Petunia’s dressing down.

Harry's eyes stayed firmly shut. He had heard it all, but understood far less.

He had felt the magic straining to burst out from Hermione, and had feared what might happen if it went unchecked. With all of the concentration he
could muster, Harry had tried to absorb that magic like a lightening rod. He had no idea how he had done it, but he was certain that he had
succeeded.

How else could he explain the elation that was burning within him? It was if he had swallowed a river of Fawkes’s tears....his mind was racing, there
was energy surging from the top of his scalp down to the tips of his toes. There was warmth within him that was as extreme in its extent as the grief
that had gripped him at the beginning of the day.

It was Hermione’s magic that made him feel that way — that, or her fingers presently running through his hair. Harry felt guilty about maintaining the
ruse, but was in too good of a mood to test an alternative hypothesis.

He kept his eyes shut.
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It was half eleven by the time they pulled up to Number Four. Harry reluctantly sat up and looked out at the house. He fully expected that the
structural evidence of his childhood abuse would still be visible; as a precaution, he made Hermione promise to wait until morning before hexing his
relatives into the next century.

Once Vernon opened the front door they almost tripped over Harry's trunk, which had been placed in the front entrance. The young wizard
pocketed a small piece of parchment attached to the lid, then gave Brian and Hermione a quick tour of the house whilst the Dursleys searched the
kitchen for some normalcy and a bite to eat.

Harry had expected Hermione to rage at the sight of the cupboard and his bedroom door, so her reaction took him by surprise. She sobbed quietly
as she poked her head under the stairs and tried to imagine spending a childhood there. Tears filled her eyes as she opened and closed each of
the four separate locks that could keep someone inside Harry's bedroom but not keep anyone out. The tears trailed down her cheeks when she
pushed the cat flap in and out and tried to imagine how anyone could be cruel enough to use it to feed their sister’s son.

It was Brian that provided the outrage. Terms like child abuse and criminal negligence were quietly hurled about amongst a heaping handful of
invective. That people could treat any child that poorly was criminal; that they did it to someone in the Queen’s favor was worse. He was halfway to
ringing the police before Harry took him aside and explained a few things.

Brian didn’'t understand why Harry needed to stay with people who had treated him so badly; they could have been back to the Palace for a good
night's rest within the hour. But he accepted Harry's decision without question. They were staying, most likely for two weeks, and he would simply
make sure that over that fortnight Harry would be treated far better than what he’d ever experienced previously under his Aunt and Uncle’s care.
And if that meant that over that same period of time the Dursleys had it worse than ever before — well, he had no problem being karma’s little
helper.

He was given the opportunity to quickly discuss his plan with Hermione when Harry opened his bedroom window to let in a slightly flustered Hedwig.
It didn't take Hermione any time at all to warm up to both Brian and his ideas.

When Harry returned they walked back down to the kitchen and announced a house meeting. Vernon and Petunia sat silently at the kitchen table
while Dudley whined about his desire to eat and go to bed. Hermione changed his demeanor and complexion to match that of his ashen-faced
parents with the simple phrase “oink-oink.”

With the defenses of each of the Dursleys suitably softened, Harry withessed Hermione and Brian deliver a withering shock and awe attack.
There were no survivors.

When the meeting ended, Brian positioned himself at the base of the stairs and adjusted his watch to timer mode. On his mark, Dudley dragged
Harry's trunk into his own room and then scavenged from his closet some clothes and as many potentially incriminating objects he could find.
Petunia jumped up the stairs and rushed to the master bedroom to empty (as best she could) their closet’s contents into two trunks. Vernon ran out
to the car to get Brian’s trunk, which he then dragged up into Harry's old bedroom. Hermione and Harry watched the flurry of events from the living
room sofa with bemused expressions.



Brian’s signal after three minutes time brought everyone together again. On a request from Petunia, an extra fifteen seconds time was allowed to
retrieve some bedclothes and blankets from the upstairs linen closet, which she used to make up the living room couch. There had been some
thought to storing the Dursley’s trunks under the stairs before it was made clear that they might make the rotund boy's bedtime fit even tighter.

Brian, Hermione and Harry left the Dursleys to fend for themselves and retreated upstairs.

The Queen's man took the guest bedroom for the night; neither Harry nor Hermione wanted him to sleep in Harry's old bedroom room until Vernon
had replaced the door. Dudley had left his bedroom a shambles, but Harry wasn’t going to be sleeping anyway; he was still too jazzed from the
day’s events and the ride home from the Palace. Hermione and Brian protested against Harry's plans to stand watch for the night, but he said it
was the least that he could do after what they had just done for him. He expressed amazement that the Dursleys had surrendered so quickly and
completely, and feared that there might be a reprisal. Brian told Harry that he thought that possibility was remote; the Dursleys were bullies, and
bullies became cowards when faced with the righteous use of power. But Harry insisted, and backed his intentions by dragging the chair from
Dudley's seldom-used desk into the hallway and taking a seat.

After Hermione told Harry that she’d take his place early in the morning, she went into the master bedroom, enlarged her trunk and unpacked her
night clothes. When Hermione looked more closely at the bedroom furniture she noticed with amusement that the bed and dressers were knockoffs
in the same style as the antique furniture she had seen and sat on at Buckingham Palace.

The young witch's hand recoiled when she reached to turn down the bed cover. There was a whiff of bleach in the air that matched the stringent,
aseptic appearance of the room. Did she really want to sleep in Vernon and Petunia’s bed? Not really, but if it kept them from being comfortable
tonight then she would. Any chance that Petunia had changed the bed clothes when she was up here earlier? Shuttering at the thought, she raised
her wand and cast a Scourgify spell on the sheets before she tucked in for the night.

She was asleep almost before her head hit the newly cleaned pillowcase.
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Harry had anticipated a Dursley counteroffensive that night. He was therefore surprised when, not fifteen minutes after his watch began, it was a
screech owl rather than his uncle making its way up the stairs. The bird dropped an envelope at Harry’s feet and flew off before he had the chance
to stop it.

The message was all too familiar.

Dear Mr. Potter:

We have learned that Finite Incantatum and Scourgify spells were used at twenty-three and twenty-four minutes past midnight within your Muggle-
inhabited household.

Your wanton disregard for the Decree for the Reasonable Restriction of Underage Sorcery has gone unchecked far too long. Ministry
representatives will call on your residence shortly to snap your wand. Any attempt to evade their efforts will be dealt with most severely.

Given your repeated violation of this Decree you should consider yourself expelled from Hogwarts School of Witchcraft and Wizardry in the unlikely
event that it opens this Autumn. Furthermore, you are required to attend a disciplinary hearing at the Ministry of Magic at 9am on July 30, where
additional disciplinary actions will no doubt be levied.

Enjoy the rest of your evening.

Dolores Umbridge
Office of the Minister of Magic

Harry exhaled a scatological request, then reluctantly woke Hermione.

“Oh Merlin,” she said. “I cast those spells on my trunk and your Aunt and Uncle’s bed clothes.”

“Thought as much,” Harry replied. “They detected magic use in the house and assumed that | was the only one here that was magical.”
“So couldn't they just check our wands?”

“Doubt that the echoes would be strong enough to show up resolved with Priori Incantatum ...not that | expect they'll take time to look. It'll be
Stupefy first and ask questions later.”

They quickly identified their responses, both written and practical. Hermione scrawled a quick reply to send off with Hedwig while Harry roused his
relatives.

“What the blazes?” Vernon demanded. “lt wasn’'t enough for you to claim our bedrooms so now you claim our sleep?”

“Sorry,” Harry replied, “but there a strong possibility that we may be under attack in a few minutes and | thought you might prefer the relative safety
of the upstairs lavatory.”



Petunia’s face went white. “But | thought Voldemort couldn’t hurt you while you stayed in our house.”

“That’s right,” said Harry. “You know that and | know that, but there’s no guarantee that the bad guys know that. And even if they did, | doubt that my
mother’s protection extends as strongly over your heads as mine.”

The Dursleys didn’'t wait to argue with Harry's logic.

Brian, who had been awoken by Vernon’s shouts, wanted to call the police; Harry refused, saying that Hermione and he could handle things
themselves. He then suggested that Brian slip out of the house in order to keep the royal connection quiet. The Queen's man reluctantly agreed, but
said that he’d be watching from across the street with mobile phone in hand.

Harry took the rucksack that McGonagall had given him into the dining room and dumped the contraband onto the table. He was tempted to grab
the Sword of Gryffindor, but decided to try to keep the bloodshed to a minimum. Instead, three balls and a saucer-shaped item were tucked into his
pockets, and his invisibility cloak tucked under his arm On a bit of inspiration, Harry activated two pairs of omnioculars that had been within the bag
and propped them up on a hallway shelf and the kitchen counter, so that they faced the front and rear entrances to the house.

Harry looked up as Hermione entered the kitchen. She had changed into a dark jumper and black trousers, with hair up in a loose ponytail and her
wand out and ready.

“What happened to my little princess?” he asked.

“Laura Croft kicked her bum out of bed,” she replied with determination.

Harry snorted. His bemusement was replaced by surprise when Hermione leaned forward and gave Harry a quick kiss on the lips.
"For luck," she explained with a smile.

As Harry tried to compose himself, Hermione ran down the hallway to take up a defensive position. He then ran through the kitchen and out onto the
back porch. Before closing the door behind him, Harry reached into a pocket and threw a ball marked “Swamp Surprise” onto the kitchen floor.
The thrown ball converted his Aunt Petunia’s spotless kitchen floor into muck. The “surprise” came two seconds later, when a concealment charm
turned the swamp’s surface into a perfect imitation of the original linoleum.

Harry then heard five distinct cracks as he circled around towards the front of the house. He groaned; it was a few more than they had hoped for.
Harry ran around the side of the house, and took up a position near the front corner. Now hidden by invisibility cloak and shrub, he spotted a silvery
otter as it scampered out the front door and sped off into the night.

It took a full minute for his guests to arrive; Harry noted with some satisfaction that the protective wards had forced them to apparate a good two
blocks down the street. There were sixin the party. Five moved with a purpose that screamed out “Auror in action,” while the sixth (who must have
side-along’ed) trailed with a waddling gait. As they approached the house two of the black robed figures silently split off to the rear of the house.
The other three waited for the laggard, who chose a position on the street curb, well away from the house.

They didn’t bother to knock, unless you counted the Evan e sco incantation that made the front door disappear. Two of the men lept into the
doorframe and fired off stunning spells without any word or warning. Harry thought he heard a Protego called out, but wasn't sure it was done in
time.

The Realm's newest knight reacted as soon as the stunners were released. The first ball he threw burst into a cloud of dust that enveloped the three
men into pitch-black darkness. The three figures turned and fired spells in Harry’s direction, but the Peruvian Instant Blackness Powder and Harry's
cloak kept them from aiming with accuracy. When the second thrown ball broke, the men found themselves not only enveloped in darkness, but
shoulder deep in the muck of a portable swamp. From the tenor of their voices they were not very pleased.

Harry yelled towards the front entrance. “Hermione, are you okay?”

Panicked by the lack of a reply, Harry grabbed the portable door from his pocket and flung it against the house. He then dove through the hole it
had created and tumbled into the living room. His heart sank when he saw Hermione crumpled up against the coat closet’s door. Harry called out a
second time, and was relieved when her eyes finally opened. She rolled over onto her stomach and dove behind the closet door as a red beam
shot out through the blackened front entrance.

“I'm fine, Harry,” she said, as she tried to loosen the sore shoulder attached to her wand hand. The crash of a Reducto spell against the back door
kept Harry from asking a second question. He pulled the cloak back over his head and ran towards the kitchen.

Harry heard someone yell “Clear!” and reached the doorway connecting the dining room to kitchen just as a robed figure cautiously entered the
house. The wizard’s first step sent him tumbling face-first into the faux linoleum. His partner, who'd stayed at the threshold to cover his back, swore
as he tried to counteract the trap and guard against attack at the same time. With attention focused in front of him, the Auror was caught completely
unaware when an unidentified kick from behind (and to his behind) sent him sprawling into the swamp. Harry only caught a glimpse of his black-
clothed supporter before he disappeared back into the night. He quickly focused on the two men in front of him, and their comic attempts to find
solid ground. With the immediate threat neutralized, Harry squatted down under his cloak, wand in hand, and waited.

Meanwhile, Hermione had cast a Levicorpus spell at the first sight of fingers reaching out from the darkness and into the front entrance. The Auror
sent head under heels cast the counterspell before remembering where he would land. Upon hearing the splash Hermione realized what had
happened and modified her defense by casting a freezing charm down towards the front steps. The swamp water quickly solidified, catching two of
the three attackers with their wand hands encased inice. The third was so busy trying to thaw his partners free that caught the full force of the third
Silencio spell that Hermione had cast blindly into the darkness.



With the threat of attack considerably lessened, Hermione cast a proprietary counterspell to the Peruvian Instant Blackness Powder that she’d
helped the Weasley twins develop just two days prior (and two days after its lethal use during the attack on Hogwarts). Three quick Stupefy spells
found their marks before she ran towards the back.

Harry arm caught Hermione before she went for a swim, which forced her to cast an off-balanced Protego when the two assailants tried to fire off
curses. The mud-covered wand tips, however, rendered this defense unnecessary; the spells fizzled and dribbled out through the sediment.
Hermione nailed the two men with Stupefy spells before they had the chance to clean their wands.

it wasn’t until the Muggleborn witch had Accio 'd the mucked-up wands that Harry remembered about Umbridge. They vaulted back to the front
entrance and aimed their wands out towards the street in search of a target.

What they found were two wizards sitting on a bench eating popcorn.

“Fred...George?” Hermione called out.

“Nope, just the cavalry,” said Fred.

“Nice show,” added George, as he threw a few kernels into his mouth. “We give it two thumbs up.”

“You really should have sprung for the Deluxe version of the swamp, though,” said Fred. “The crocodiles are worth every extra galleon.”

“We’re fine, thank you very much,” Hermione said sarcastically as she lowered her wand and carefully skated across the icy surface in front of her.
Harry followed closely behind, collecting three muddied wands on the way.

“Didn’t happen to run into Dolores Umbridge on the way in, did you?” Harry asked.
“Oh, we’re on top of that situation,” replied George.
“Yeah,” added Fred with a grin, “wouldn’t want to be accused of sitting down on the job.”

As Hermione and Harry reached the street curb they saw that the twins were speaking with uncharacteristic literalism. The “bench” they were sitting
onwas, in fact, the rigid frame of the former Hogwarts High Inquisitor, levitated two feet off the ground.

“You two are too cruel,” Hermione said with a laugh, “but probably not too comfortable.”

“Is not so bad,” said Fred, as he shifted on his seat.

“Just have to wiggle a bit to get around the lumpy parts,” added George. “Popcorn?”

“Erm, no thanks,” said Harry. “So did she put up a fight?”

“Dunno,” said Fred. “She was standing stunned when we got here.”

“Must have caught a stray spell,” Hermione surmised, as she looked back at other three rigid bodies.

George tilted his popcorn bag in a futile hunt for popped kernels amongst the duds. Giving up, he looked up at Hermione. “So can we play with
your swampcycles?”

“No,” said Hermione impatiently, “playtime is over. Don’t need the Muggle neighbors seeing any more than they need to.”

“Yes, mum,” was the sing-song reply, as the twins rose to help Harry and Hermione clean up. It only took a minute to banish the swamps, repair the
windows and doors, bind the six rigid assailants, and levitate them into the living room.

“How did you guys get here?” asked Harry, as they regrouped inside. “How did you know we were even here?”
“Didn’t you read the note on your trunk?” Fred asked.

“Erm, no,” Harry replied, fingering the unread parchment in his jeans pocket with some embarrassment.

“We drew short straws at dinner.”

“This was a Weasley operation?” asked Harry.

“Still think Charlie enlarged his straw,” Fred muttered to his twin.

“Yeah, not like he hasn’'t had years of practice.”

“Anyway,” continued Fred, “we got here and the place was quiet, so we left the note saying we were at Arabella’s and to ring her on the jelly-phone
when you arrived.”

“But I didn’t,” Harry said.

“l did,” Hermione interjected.



“When?”

“When | heard all of the apparations...thought it was time to ring Mrs. Figg’s for some help.”
“Anyone ever tell you that you were one smart witch?” asked Harry.

“Oh,” said Hermione with a grin, “I've heard that once or twice.”

Their banter was interrupted by McGonagall’s patronus, who lept into the living room and curled up around Hermione’s leg.
“Oh foo, playtime’s over,” said Fred.

“Yeah, the adults have arrived,” added George.

“Hey Harry,” Fred asked, “can we take a look at the toys spread out on that table?”

“Sure,” said Harry. “Probably a good idea to put them away for the night.”

“We can take care of that,” George replied.

As Fred and George excused themselves to sort out the dining room mess Harry pulled the hoods back from the heads of their captives. He
immediately recognized two; Dolores Umbridge and a tough-looking, wiry-haired wizard that he’d had run-ins with before.

“Good evening, Dawlish,” said Harry. “Assuming, of course, you are Dawlish and not some polyjuiced Death Eater.”

The auror rigidly raged.

“Oops,” said Hermione. She counteracted the Silencio and Stupefy spells with Dawlish’'s mouth mobilized in mid-rant.
“..care if you think you're the greatest thing since butterbeer you're going to Azkaban for this one, boy!”

“Over a simple Scourgify spell?”

“No,” came the snarled reply, “for attacking an Auror and resisting arrest.”

“Aren’t we getting ahead of ourselves?” asked Hermione from across the room. “Expect Headmistress to be here shortly.”

“To do what?” asked Harry, “laugh at their ineptitude? An entire Auror team, brought down by two Hogwarts students using little more than pranks
from a joke shop?”

“You knew why we were here,” Dawlish spat out. “You got the owl...underage magic use...you resisted arrest.”

“No,” said Hermione. “Well, actually, yes — we did get the owl message, but you should have gotten our reply, and in any event you can hardly claim
that we resisted arrest when you made no effort to identify yourselves as Aurors in the first place.”

A flash of twirling light appeared behind them, out from which strode Minerva McGonagall and Gawain Robards, current Head of the Auror
Department.

“Was her orders,” mumbled one of the other glum-looking men, before he realized that there were more ears listening.
“Really?” asked the tall Auror-badged wizard who had just portkeyed alongside the Headmistress. “And what exactly were those orders?”

“To collect and break the wand of this underage liar,” exclaimed Umbridge, as she pointed her triple chin towards Harry. “And to defend themselves
if need be from any illegal and foolish attempts to resist enforcement of the rule of law.”

“Oh, shove it, Dolores,” said McGonagall, with uncharacteristic fervor. “Hermione, will you please explain to everyone what happened here tonight?”

The teen-aged witch quickly summarized the events of the previous hour; her Scourgify spell, the Ministry’s owl post, and subsequent attack. Both
she and Harry handed their wands over to the Head Auror for his review. As Harry had predicted, however, the spells that had last been cast hadn’t
been dark enough or strong enough to leave discernible residue.

Umbridge shrieked about the spells Harry had no doubt used that evening, while he denied casting any spell and Hermione tried to force Dawlish to
admit that the Aurors hadn’t identified themselves before they attacked. Instead, Dawlish claimed just the opposite, and accused Harry and
Hermione of firing the first spells. The other Aurors remained silent — they were in enough trouble as it was for their incompetence; they didn’'t want
to add insubordination to the list.

When Harry and Hermione accused Dawlish of lying, Umbridge told them in no uncertain terms to prove it...and if they didn't want time added to
their stay at Azkaban to immediately remove their bindings. Harry decided at that point that enough was enough. He retrieved the two pair of
omnioculars and handed them to the Headmistress and Head Auror.

Hermione smiled when she realized what Harry had done. “You are so....”

“Busted!” Harry said simply.



The Headmistress and Head Auror looked into the omnioculars, then rewound and replayed what had previously been recorded. Auror Robards
looked over at Harry during his review.

“Where are the Muggles that live in this house?”
“They were hiding the entire time, upstairs in the loo,” Harry replied. "Still there, actually."

The Auror nodded and traded omnioculars with McGonagall to gain the other perspective. When he was finished reviewing the two recordings, the
Head Auror walked over to Harry and Hermione and returned their wands.

“On behalf of at least my little portion of the Ministry of Magic,” he said, “I wish to extend a sincere apology for the abhorrent behavior displayed
here tonight. There was no excuse for it.”

“Erm, thank you sir.” Harry replied.

The Head Auror took a small card from a pocket in his robes, touched it with his wand, and handed it to Hermione. “Miss Granger, here is the
contact information in case you wish to press charges against these men. I've added my secured floo location information on the back if you have
any problems with the paperwork. Our internal investigation on tonight's activity will be completed within the next few days, and I'll make sure that
you have a copy of the final report.”

“Thank you, sir,” Hermione replied.

The Auror then turned to Harry. “Your Headmistress informs me that Miss Granger intends to stay here through the summer. Rest assured, the
detection of anything short of an unforgivable within these walls will be interpreted as having come from her wand.” He jerked his head towards
Umbridge. “You will not be bothered by the likes of her again, if | have anything to say about it.”

He then turned towards the Auror team with their wands bundled in his outstretched hand.

“If we weren’t so short-handed I'd snap these wands myself. Right here. Right now.”

The five muddy and bound Aurors looked up with shock.

“As itis, we need every wand we can get, even when they are so poorly and unlawfully wielded... Dawlish!”
“Yes, sir.”

“As of now, you and your team are suspended from active operations. Itll be desk duties for the lot of you while the investigation takes place. But
don't wait for the investigation’s end to start packing your bags, because whether as guest or guard, you're heading to Azkaban.”

The Auror’s shock was redoubled.

“And as for you, Dolores,” he said icily, as he turned towards her, “I have, unfortunately, no direct power over you. Merlin knows what keeps you in
power at the Ministry...however, on the way here the Headmistress described some allegations of unforgivable use and other illegal acts during
your tenure at Hogwarts. |will be investigating these allegations myself. If they bear out you may plan on feeling the full fury of the Auror Department
raining down upon your toady-little head.”

Umbridge’s retort was silenced by McGonagall’'s wand.
“Thank you, Minerva,” the Auror said. “Now, | believe that your students have been bothered enough for one night.”

He placed his wandtip on his Auror's badge and muttered an incantation. The badge started to flash on and off as he placed it down on the living
room'’s coffee table. He then banished the assault team's bindings. The Aurors morosely reached down to touch the badge as their Head grabbed
Dolores’s elbow roughly and did the same. A second later, they vanished as the portkey was activated.

“I think it time for me to take my leave as well,” Headmistress McGonagall said. She handed the omnioculars to Harry. “A very creative, if
unorthodox, defense Mr. Potter.” She then turned towards Hermione. “As for you Miss Granger, some fine spellcasting. |have to ask, however,
where you learned to cast a Levicorpus spell. 1don't recall it being on the Hogwarts curriculum.”

“Erm...Professor Lupin taught it to me, Headmistress.”

“I see,” McGonagall said, with her eyes narrowing just a bit. “Please take care, Miss Granger, when casting spells not found on the Hogwarts
standard list. Mr. Potter might share with you the consequences of freelance spellcasting.”

“Yes, Ma’am,” Hermione contritely replied.
“Headmistress,” Harry cut in, “how did you get Head Auror Robards to come with you...do you think he’s trustworthy?”

“Well,” said McGonagall, “let’s just say that Gawain is a friend of the family. And yes, | believe that you can trust his intentions. Whether he actually
has the political capital to boot Umbridge from the Ministry is a different question, though.”

At the sound of a soft knock on the new front door, the Headmistress morphed into her animagus form and took her leave out the back. Hermione
and Harry heard a distinct hiss from the dining room as they opened the front door and let a relieved Queen’s man back into the house. Brian’s
reappearance reminded Harry that his relatives were still up in the loo: he went upstairs to give them the all-clear as well.



“We repacked your goody bag,” Fred said, as he handed back the rucksack.

“But not before we labeled everything that was ours or that we knew about, though,” added George. “Hope you don’t mind, but there were a couple
of items we didn’t recognize...wondered if maybe we could bring them back to the lab for a look-see.”

“Sure,” said Harry, “no problem. While you're at it, can you send me a few more swamps? | kind of liked playing with those tonight.”
“Consider it done,” said George, just as the Dursleys crept back down the stairs.

“Hello, there,” the twins said in unison.

At the sight of Fred and George all three of the Dursleys recoiled, and Dudley broke out into a whimper.

“Nice to see you again, Dudley,” said Fred.

The chubby teenager jumped back up a few stairs and whimpered some more.

“What's a matter, Dudley, cat got your tongue?” asked George.

“Or maybe you're just a bit tongue-tied?” added Fred.

“Now boys,” said Hermione, “don’t scare our hosts. They need to come down the stairs so that we can go back up the stairs and to bed.”
“Okay,” said Fred. “We'll just have a sit on the front steps, then. Don’t mind us.”

“They’re staying too?” asked Petunia anxiously.

“Erm, just for the night, as guards,” said Harry. “Unless, of course, you'd like to see them more often?”

Three heads shook sideways with great vigor.

“Right then,” said Brian, “shall we try this once again?”

As the Dursleys set up againin the living room and Brian repaired to the guest bedroom, Harry walked Hermione to the master bedroom’s door.
“With Fred and George here you are going to try and get some sleep, right?” Hermione asked.

“l guess so,” Harry replied.

“Erm, do you want me to Scourgify Dudley's sheets?” she asked.

“No thanks,” Harry replied. Not that | don't trust Auror Robard’s word, but why test things so soon?”

“Good point,” Hermione said, with a bit of nervous laughter in her voice. “So...good night, Sir Harry.”

Harry smiled as he squeezed the young witch’s hands. “Sweet dreams yourself, Dame Hermione.”

Chapter 5 — The New Neighbors

Saturday, June 2
Little Whinging, Surrey

Harry woke to the sound of Dudley pushing a lawnmower. It was going to be a good day.

He got up out of Dudley's bed and rummaged through the closet for an empty coat hanger, upon which he hung the black tuxedo and white shirt that
he’d sleptin. He opened his school trunk, threw on some of the less heinous hand-me-downs, and headed out into the hall. Harry had to step over
his Uncle Vernon, who was struggling to remove the lowermost hinge pin from his old bedroom’s doorframe.

“Good Morning, Uncle Vernon,” he said. “Sleep well?”
If looks could kill Harry would have had to dodge a curse.

He took the stairs two at a time and headed towards the kitchen, where he found Brian cleaning some dishes in the sink. The Queen's man turned
towards him and asked, "Feeling alright this morning, Sir Harry?”

The young wizard looked past Brian out through the basin window to see his clipper-wielding Aunt fight a losing battle against the hedgerow.
“Brilliant, Brian. Just brilliant.”
The Queen’s man filled a mug and pushed it across the counter as Harry took a seat. “Iwas told that you take your coffee as black as your hair.”

“Hermione knows me too well,” Harry said as he took a sip. “Speaking of which...”



“She popped over for Saturday brunch with her parents,” Brian replied. “Asked me to have you call her when you woke up. Oh, and she left you the
paper.”

Harry nodded as he glanced over at the Daily Prophet’s headline, “Ministry Thwarts Crazed Centaur Attack at Hogwarts!” Brian placed a
plate in front of him laden with fresh fruit, a warm bran muffin, and granola-topped yogurt.

“Pardon my initiative,” Brian said, “but after taking a look at your Aunt's pantry this morning | ran over to the market for a few things that weren’t so...
processed.”

“Erm, no, no problem,” Harry replied, eyeing the yogurt with suspicion. “Looks fabulous.”
“Eat up, then, Sir Harry — from the looks of your clothing they must have been starving you at school.”

Harry looked at Brian with a bit of confusion. “Just the opposite, actually,” he replied. “Foods great at school...a little more traditional
than...yogurt...but always plenty to eat.”

“So this stapled-stomach look is fashionable in the wizarding world?”

Harry furrowed his eyebrows, wondering why Muggles would want to have a staple gun anywhere near a stomach. He looked down, saw his
clothes, and realized Brian’s mistaken assumption.

“No, no...these clothes are Dudley’'s hand-me-downs. Pretty much all my Muggle clothes used to be his, except for the one good ouftfit that | wore
yesterday...that was from Hermione.”

“Well,” Brian intoned, “to borrow a phrase from your friend, not this summer, Sir Harry, not this summer...we’ll visit a clothier’s this afternoon.
“Oh, speaking of clothes,” Harry said, “I've got the suit and shirt hanging upstairs in the closet whenever you want to take it back to the Palace.”

“Take it back?” Brian asked, with incredulity in his voice.
yours, Sir Harry. You're going to need them.”

m terribly sorry, | should have been clearer yesterday afternoon. The suit and shirt are

Harry chuckled to himself. “I really appreciate that, Brian, but | can'timagine needing that tuxedo any time soon.”

“Only because we haven't had time to discuss your engagement calendar, Sir Harry,” Brian replied. “Of course, since your knighthood is secret and
won't appear on the Registry it won't be as busy as it might be, but...you and Dame Hermione will have opportunities...l know for a fact that you're
going to be invited for a small reception at Windsor next week, and there’s to be a post-concert party with Sir Elton next month...”

“Hmmph,” Harry said with a tinge of chagrin. “l don’t know why anyone would want to invite me to anyplace fancy. Beside, Hermione and | need to
do a lot of...studying...this summer, and a fair bit of travel.” He looked back out the window as his Aunt wiped sweat from her brow, hedge shears
in hand. “But then again, we might be able to attend a few events...particularly if it gives a few people | know some twisted knickers.”

Brian followed Harry's gaze and smiled. “I see...so instead of a single swift blow from your magnificent sword it will be death by a thousand paper
cuts?”

“Oh, no,” replied Harry. “I've no plans to kill them....I'll probably stop somewhere in the high eight-hundreds.”
The front doorbell rang, and Harry looked towards Brian.

“Sorry, Sir Harry, but | believe that is a friend of yours...a Miss Tonks? Dame Hermione and the Weasley brothers vouched for her before they
left...she’s been here most of the morning.”

The doorbell rang again. Then again.

Harry thanked Brian for breakfast as he grabbed his coffee and headed towards the front entrance. The already opened door provided a partial
view of Tonks, who was kneeling on the front steps, eye-level with the door bell.

“Wotcher, Harry.” She pressed the doorbell again. “These push-the-button-hear-some-bells things are funny aren’t they...wonder what'd it would be
like to have one hooked up to the floo connection?”

“Careful, Tonks.” he replied, “You're starting to channel Arthur Weasley.”

Tonks smiled as her hair turned Weasley red. “Not a bad idea, Harry...maybe if there were two Arthurs running about one of them would
occasionally get a word in edgewise with Molly.”

Harry laughed. “So what brings you to the Dursley residence?”
“Business,” Tonks replied, as she restored her hair color.
“Erm...what kind of business?” Harry asked warily.

Tonks gave the teenager a grin. “Head Auror Robards ordered me to do the follow-up field investigation to the pantsing you gave Umbridge and
Dawlish last night. Figured you'd be less likely to slime an Auror that you already knew.”



Harry nodded, a twinkle in his eye. “So does this take you off the security detail at Hogwarts?”
“Only temporarily,” she replied. “With luck and a little cooperation from The-Boy-Who-Swamped I'll be back there tonight.”
“The-Boy-Who-Swamped?” Harry asked. “Don't tell me that they are really calling me that at the DMLE.”

“Just the ones that either really hate Dawlish or really love him,” Tonks said with a grin. “Of course, that's pretty much the lot - he has a rather
polarizing personality.”

Harry shook his head and sighed. “So tell me, Tonks, which camp is Head Auror Robards in?”

“Don’'t really know,” she replied, as she entered the house and began to examine a small scorch mark in the closet door. “He plays things close to
his robes.”

“What can you tell me about him?”

“Not too much, really,” said Tonks. “He’s a behind-the-scenes quiet type. Never flashy, rose through the ranks based on his management skills. ..
makes sense, really, since he sorted Hufflepuff.”

“Really?” asked Harry. “l can’t picture too many Hufflepuffs becoming Aurors or Hit Wizards.”
“Well, Harry,” Tonks replied, “you need more than bravery and cunning to be a good Auror...or a good leader, for that matter.”
“Doesn’t sound at all like someone Scrimgeour would pick as his replacement.”

“Depends on what Rufus thought he needed, don’t you think?” Tonks asked. “Talk to the rank-and-file and most will say that Scrimgeour picked him
exactly because Robards didn’t seem that ambitious, or power hungry. Gives Rufus more of a shot of staying in control at MLE as well as at the
Minister’s office.”

“Never thought of it in that sort of way, | guess,” said Harry. “Sounds like more of that political glad-handing back-stabbing manipulative rubbish that
Umbridge seems to excel at.”

“l agree that Umbridge has gotten where she has because of her political skills. But that's exactly why those skills aren’t rubbish, Harry. Without
political savvy, the best-intentioned and brightest wizard will always get cut down at the knees.”

“Doesn’t seem very fair.”

“But that's the way things are. You know, it might be useful for you to learn more about that political rubbish...worked for Dumbledore.”

Tonks finished her inspection of the closet door and wrote a few things down on some parchment.

“Okay...I've finished in Hermione’s room and downstairs...just need to check your wand and those omnioculars that came in so handy last night.”
“Sure thing,” said Harry, handing her his wand. “Be right back.”

As Harry walked upstairs he passed his Uncle, who had finally removed the door from its frame and was dragging it out as trash. He quickly
retrieved the two pair of omnioculars he’d stored in his trunk, and returned downstairs.

“Here, Tonks,” Harry said. “Erm, can | get these back sometime soon? They proved to be rather useful.”

“Oh, Idon’'t need to take them with me...just need to download the recorded images. Got a spell that preserves them in my wand. It will only take a
few minutes.”

Tonks placed the devices on the living room coffee table, flicked her wrist in a complex pattern and said an incantation that Harry didn’'t catch. She
then placed the tip of her wand onto the lens of first one, then the other pair of omnioculars.

“So are these the ones you had around your neck at the last World Cup?”
“Erm, no,” Harry replied. “McGonagall let me raid Filch’s stash of contraband yesterday morning.”
IKl!

“That’s strange,” Tonks replied, “I've never seen omnioculars on any list of banned items...unless...”

Tonks grabbed one of the omnioculars, put it up to her eyes, and pointed it towards Harry. She turned various knobs and pushed different buttons,
until one such adjustment produced a very un-Auror-ish giggle.

“Unless they've had some after-market...erm...capabilities added,” she concluded.
“Like what?” Harry asked.
Tonks lowered the omnioculars.

“Hang on a second,” she said. She looked away from Harry, as if in thought, then morphed into a frighteningly accurate image of Dolores
Umbridge. Once the transformation was complete she handed Harry the viewing device.



“Aim it at me, then hit that red button by your left index finger three times.”

Harry followed her instructions, then let out a small scream as he dropped the device back onto the table as if it were on fire.
Tonks let out a good laugh. “What's the matter? Was a naked Umbridge too...hot for you?”

“That’s not funny...l almost cast my patronus!”

The teenager’s face then turned a deep crimson as he realized what she had seen when the omnioculars had been pointed towards him.
“I'm sorry, Harry, couldn’t resist pulling your....your chain a bit. Here, let me make it up to you.”

Tonks changed her appearance back to her normal, bubble-gum-haired form.

“Fairis fair.”

Harry became even more embarrassed when he realized what Tonks was offering.

“No thanks, Tonks. I've no desire to have Remus kick my arse from here to Argyle.”

“And what are you implying, Mr. Potter?” the witch shot back, with a twinkle in her eye.

“Erm, nothing.. .just that yesterday morning it looked like Remus had finally realized how much of a daft git he’s been when it comes to your feelings
for him.”

“Oh,” Tonks said a bit sheepishly, as it became her time to blush. “Well, if you saw that, then it must have been really obvious,” she said with a
smile. “Or else it takes one daft git to know another.”

“Hey, who are you calling a daft git?” Harry asked playfully.

“Know thyself, Harry Potter,” she replied, as she morphed once again, this time taking the form of the newest lady knight in England. She picked up
the omnioculars and handed them back to a confused-looking young man.

“Safe to look now...unless you're flexible enough to kick your own arse.”

Harry was trying to decide between a witty retort and an angsty self-evaluation when the doorbell chimed once again. This time, Brian came in from
the kitchen to answer the door.

“Oh, Dame Hermione,” he said as he glanced at Tonks and Harry. “Ididn’t realize you'd returned. Good that you're here, actually.”
As Brian opened the door Harry whispered into Tonks’s ear. “So what are we going to do now, ‘Hermione'?”

“Have to play along,” Tonks replied. “He might be card-carrying, but that doesn’t mean he should know what | can do.”

“Great.”

“So why is he calling you Sir Harry?” Tonks asked. “And why is he calling me damn Hermione?”

“Erm, just an inside joke...tell you later.”

Brian brought two men dressed in business suits into the living room. “Sir Harry, Dame Hermione, I'd like to introduce you to Mr. Jackson and Mr.
Wall. They work Palace security.”

“Good morning,” said one of the men, “We’re sorry to disturb you, but we need your help.” The other man opened a small black bag and placed a
laptop computer onto the coffee table. He opened the screen, pushed a few buttons, then cursed the lack of an expected response.

“What's this then, Steve...blasted thing was working just before we crossed the street?”

The man’s older partner hunched over the computer keyboard and frowned. “That’'s what modern technology does for you, Wally...told you once,
told you a million times, it's the tried and true that you need to do.”

Harry noticed that the computer screen was only a few inches away from the activated omnioculars. He quietly reached down and pocketed the
magical device.

The older man straightened up and turned towards the two magicals. “Dame Hermione, Sir Harry, my young technogeek partner and | are part of a
security team established by the Prince to keep an eye on your respective residences.”

“You mean you've been watching this house?” asked Harry, with a bit of alarm.

“Yes, Sir Harry,” the man replied. “As well as the Granger residence. And it's about that...” The man reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out
a photograph, which he handed to Tonks.

“Dame Hermione, do you recognize either of the two men in this picture?”



Tonks and Harry looked at the static image of two wizards poorly disguised in Muggle clothing. One man had matched top hat and tails with
speedos and flip-flops; the other (whose attire was at least internally consistent) was wearing leather lederhosen.

“Erm, no, afraid not,” Tonks replied cautiously. “Where was this image taken, and when?”

“The picture was obtained about one hour ago. Surprised you didn’t recognize where it was taken...the two men were standing across the street
from your parent’s house.”

Harry and Tonks shot looks of concern at each other before she replied. “Well, 've been away at school for so long, of course...guess they must
have repainted the house, or something.”

“Brian,” asked Harry, “we need to talk to Hermione...I mean her parents...straight away.”

“Certainly, Sir Harry,” Brian replied, wondering why the Hermione in front of him couldn’'t do that herself. He fished his mobile phone out of his
pocket and pushed a few buttons on its keypad.

“Hullo, Mr. and Mrs. Granger? Brian Willox here...sorry to bother you but Sir Harry and your daughter need to talk with you...she’s what?” He
looked at Tonks rather strangely. “Oh, | understand. Yes, well, one moment please.”

He handed the mobile phone to Harry cautiously.

“Thanks, Brian,” Harry said, we’ll just be a minute. He grabbed Tonks’s hand and ran up the stairs to Dudley's room. Having closed the door,
Tonks cast a Silencio spell as Harry put the phone up against his ear.

“Hullo? Hermione?”

“Yes, Harry, it's me. Can you explain why Tonks is with you looking like me?”
“Erm, long story...that's got to wait though. We’ve got problems.”

“What's wrong?”

“There’s a couple of Death Eaters staking out your parent’s house.”

There was a loud gasp.

“Merlin, Harry...my parent’s house? So they plan on...but how did they find out where llive...How did you find out that they're there?”

“The Prince has security people watching both our houses, and the ones minding this house showed me a photograph of the Death Eaters standing
across the street from yours. But what's important now is...are you still at the hotel with your parents?”

“Yes, we just got back to their room after brunch.”

“Good. Stay there, 'm coming to get you.”

Tonks interrupted the conversation. “Harry, you shouldn’'t go anywhere...you won't be protected yet.”
“Is that Tonks, there?” Hermione asked. “Harry, give her the phone.”

The black-haired wizard reluctantly gave the mobile phone over.
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“Hermione,” Tonks said, “I'll have an Auror team there as soon as possible...wait, where are you? No, don’'t answer that, who knows who might be
listening in. Okay, send me your patronus, no wait, don’t do that, they might catch that at the Ministry...”

Harry grabbed the mobile phone as if it were a snitch. “Hermione, we’re going to find a way to get you guys back here safe...Iwant your parents
here, where we can protect them...wards are up...might be best to use Muggle transport...yeah, I'll make arrangements...call you right back.”

Britain's newest knight looked down at the phone keypad until he finally found the “end” button. “Tonks, don’'t even start about using magical
transport for them. Hermione’s parents are Muggles, and they will be less likely noticed if they're using Muggle transportation."

“Yeah, you're right I guess. Still think she could use an extra wand there justin case.”

“Fine, then, we’ll go downstairs and have them take you to Hermione. And don’t forget you're still Hermione for now.”
“Don’'t worry, lwon't.” As she cancelled the silencing charm and opened the door she planted a kiss on Harry's lips.
“What was that for?” Harry asked.

“Thought you might like to kiss Hermione for good luck,” she replied.

“I've already done that once this morning, thank you very much.”

“Really?” asked Tonks. “Well what do you know...maybe you're not such a daft git after all.”
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Harry and Tonks found the way downstairs blocked by one very hacked-off familiar.
“Hey Crookshanks,” Harry said as he reached down to scratch an ear. The half-kneazle ducked his head away from his hand and hissed at Tonks.

“Wotcher, Crookshanks,” she said. “Oh, | see.” Tonks said, as she realized what skin she was wearing, “You're probably wondering why...” She
quickly morphed back into her baseline bubble-gum colored hair form. “See, it really is me.”

The half-kneazle glared at Harry, then back at Tonks, and hissed again.

“Erm, Crookshanks,” Harry said, “there is a perfectly good explanation why Tonks looks like Hermione, and why she and | were in...erm, in my
bedroom...but we don’'t have time to explain right now, ok?”

The familiar stared at Harry unconvinced.

“Look, Crookshanks, we really don't have time...Hermione’s parents may be in danger, and Tonks and | have to go check things out....Hermione's
with them, though, ok?” Harry said, a bit nervously. “Now, while we’re gone we’ll need somebody to watch the Dursleys to make sure that they don’t
do anything stupid...will you do that for me?”

Hermione’s familiar stared over at Tonks, who’d changed back to Hermione’s form. He then looked back at Harry with disapproving eyes and
slowly walked back into the master bedroom.

“Geezsh,” Tonks said as they headed towards the stairs, “Didn’t expect to have a chaperone around here.”
“Oh,” said Harry, “he’s just looking out for his best girl,” Harry replied. “Speaking of which...”

Harry ran back into Dudley’s bedroom and poked his head out the window. A quick scan revealed his cousin watering the backyard with his sweat,
but no signs of Hedwig.

Guessing that his familiar could do a better job of taking care of herself than the Granger’s, he pushed finding Hedwig to the back burner and ran
downstairs with Tonks. With a street address of the Savoy in hand, the Auror set off on her own to join the Granger family, telling an understanding
Brian that she could get there quicker than any Muggle transport.

Once Tonks disappeared the Queen’s man suggested that Harry meet the new neighbors across the street.
“Shouldn’t we be figuring out how to get Hermione and her parents out of danger?” the young wizard asked.
“Yes,” Brian replied simply, as he walked out the front door and crossed the street to Number Five.

Harry didn’'t know quite what to expect from the two men that had apparently caused such a stir in the neighborhood. He was even more confused
when the two Palace security men answered the door.

“Oh, come, in you two, come in,” said the younger agent (“Wally ,” the young wizard remembered).

The downstairs rooms seemed normal enough to Harry. The living room showed signs of having been lived in (as opposed to, say, his Aunt’s
aseptic aesthetic); throw pillows were laying haphazardly on the leather sofa and a matching club chair; magazines and a remote were spread out
over the coffee table.

Brian and Steve, the older security guard, bounded up the stairs, leaving Harry alone with Wally in the front entranceway.
“So you guys really have been living here for the past month?” Harry asked.

“Yeah,” Wally said. “Not such a bad assignment, although Steve is a bit of a pig around the house.”

“And you guys aren’'t really....erm, are you?”

Wally laughed. “No, we aren’'t a couple. Steve’s not my type, and while I might bat from the opposite side he’s as painfully straight as they come.
We're just partners on the job.”

Harry nodded, realizing that by answering a question Harry hadn’'t asked Wally had answered the original as well.

“So why are you pretending to be, erm...a couple?” he asked. “I mean, if you're trying to lay low and stay undercover...it's not like you two blend in
very well around here.”

Wally grinned back at Harry. “No....you think? It might be counterintuitive, but acting as a gay couple in this neighborhood actually helps us do our
job.”

“How is that?”

“Well,” said Wally with a smirk, “we’ve got a job to do minding you, and some equipment to do it with that we wouldn’t want the locals to catch on to,
right? This way, we haven’t had neighbors pounding on our door wondering when we’re handing out invitations for a housewarming party.”

“That makes sense,” Harry said as he nodded. “And given the prejudice around here, they probably expect you having men running in and out of



here all the time, and imagine you two spending all day lounging about snogging each other, so...”

“Yeah, so they haven’t caught on and wondered why we don’'t leave home for day jobs, or why other agents come and go.” Wally grinned at Harry.
“Not bad, kid...makes me think that it wasn’'t a fluke how well you handled your guests last night.”

“You mean you saw?” Harry asked with alarm.
“Yeah,” Wally replied, “where did you think Brian went while you and Dame Hermione were busy?”
“Wait,” Harry said, “if Brian told you about us, and our, erm...skills, then...”

“No worries, Sir Harry,” Wally grinned, as he produced the same kind of identification card from his billfold that Brian had shown him the night
before. “My brother’'s a wizard, and Steve’s mum and sister are witches.”

“Merlin,” Harry exclaimed as he looked at Wally’s card, “does everyone at the Palace have one of these things?”

Wally laughed. “No, Sir Harry, it just seems that way. There’s really only a few of us in the know...we’re kind of a team, | guess you could say, that
handles situations involving both our worlds."

“Wow,” Harry exclaimed. “| never realized that there were Muggles out there that didn’t always try to pretend that magic didn’t exist, even when they
knew better.”

“Yeah,” said Wally, “there are a few of us that aren’t really bothered by the thought...sort of like there are some witches and wizards that don’t have
problems living in the Muggle world, huh?”

Harry's reply was interrupted when Brian and Steve bounded back down the stairs.

“Here’s the situation, Sir Harry, best we know it.” Brian said. “Remote surveillance indicates that those two badly-dressed blokes are the only
threats within a two block radius of the Granger residence. We’ve got people both inside and outside the Savoy, and they haven’'t seen anything...
our perimeter here is also clean. We'll have on-the-ground confirmation of all this within the next ten minutes.”

“Merlin, Brian,” Harry said as he shook his head with slight amazement, “you sure that all you did at the Palace was cook?”

Brian nodded his head and blinked in acknowledgement of Harry's insight. “Another time, Sir Harry...we need to make some decisions about the
Grangers.”

Harry thought for a moment, then nodded his head. “The woman that visited earlier today, Tonks? She’s someone Hermione and | can trust with
our lives. She’s also an Auror....mean anything to you guys?”

All three men nodded their heads.

“Right then,” Harry continued, “in a perfect world we’d be able to trust every Auror with our lives, but the fact that our guests last night were also
Aurors should kill that idea.”

Choosing his path and words carefully he then asked, “You guys know about Death Eaters?”
The nods from all three men were accentuated with eyes that narrowed and backs that stiffened.

“The two blokes in front of the Granger house are probably Death Eaters, or their stooges...no other reasons for wizards that we don’t know to be
hanging around their house. Pretty surprising that they've discovered where Hermione’s parents lived...we’ve got some hard work to do following
up on that question, but I'm thinking that they're just a couple of low-level scouts waiting for the Grangers to return from picking up Hermione at the
station.”

“We were thinking the same thing,” Brian replied.

“If the Grangers hadn’t visited the Palace and stayed in town last night...I'm sure the plan was for those two to go get help once they'd returned...
they probably could have attacked at the train station, but | imagine that it was pretty heavily guarded, and that the house would be a much softer
target. Much more of a statement, as well, if they were able to raise the Dark Mark there.”

“Dark Mark, Sir Harry?” Wally asked.

“Oh, sorry, keep forgetting...anyway, important thing is that they are still waiting to ambush the Grangers at their house. Means, | think, that the
Grangers haven’'t somehow been tracked to their current location....you guys certain that there’s nothing unusual down at the hotel?”

Brian nodded. “Given what you've just told us, and what we’ve already pieced together, we think that the safest thing to do is to move the Grangers
from their hotel to a safe house...might not take long for the bad guys to figure out what's happened and retrace their steps.”

“Agreed,” Harry said. “Is there any way that you guys can quietly bring Hermione and her parents here?”

“Here, Sir Harry?” Steve asked. “Not to discount the defensive skills you put on display last night, but if they know where the Grangers live shouldn’t
you also expect them to know where you are right now? Might just be placing the Grangers out of the frying pan and into the fire.”

"Normally, I'd agree, but let's just say that there are some extra security measures in place around my Aunt and Uncle’s house...for the next eight



weeks, at least...anti-apparation wards, for example.”

Harry recoiled when he realized that he might have broken some rules talking about apparation with muggles, but the fact that nobody blinked, or
asked for an explanation, suggested that he hadn’t revealed information that wasn’t already known.

The three men silently looked at each other; after getting two curt nods from the security men Brian turned towards Harry.
“We can have them here safely within the hour, Sir Harry,” he said. “Will there be others there to transport?”

“Just Tonks and Hermione, for now,” Harry replied. “l ought to be there as well, but for reasons | can explain later I'm rather constrained when it
comes to defending myself...or others, for that matter. Tonks should be already there though, and limagine she and Hermione aren’t going to be
shy about having their wands at the ready, so....”

“Not a problem,” Brian said. “I'll knock on their door myself. It'll add an hour or so to the arrival time, but it does sound like a prudent course of
action.”

“Right, then,” Harry said. “Sounds like a plan.”
“What about those Death Eaters?” Steve asked.

“First things first,” Harry replied. “lwant to make sure the Grangers are safe before we figure out that problem.” Harry paused for a beat. “So Brian,
you're going to join Tonks and Hermione, while | probably should wait across the street at Number Four, so...”

“Want some company while you wait, Sir Harry?” Wally asked.
Harry, who been a bit worried about what the Dursleys might try if he were alone with them, nodded his head. “Thanks, I'd enjoy that.”
“No problem,” Wally said with a wink. “Gives me a chance to dress down your Aunt for her heinous window treatments.”
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It was a painful two-hour wait for Harry, even with the amusing entertainment provided by Wally and his Aunt Petunia. Had he been a normal
Muggle teenager, he’d have probably spent the entire time on the telephone with Hermione, ensuring that things were still okay. But Harry wasn't
used to the concept of accessible methods of communication that didn’t involve fireplaces, so his contact with Hermione had been limited to a
single call after the strategy session had broken up.

The fact that Wally wasn’t showing a lot of concern was comforting for Harry, up until the point when the man's mobile phone went off. After a brief
conversation, he informed Harry that the Grangers would soon be there; he then left to work out some security arrangements with Steve. Harry
made his own welcome plans by grabbing his invisibility cloak and heading for the concealment provided by the shrubbery in front of the house.

It was typical weekend afternoon on Privet Drive; the only real difference Harry could detect was that the neighbors all seemed to all have their
tellies set to a preliminary match for Muggle football version of the World Cup. With seemingly the entire neighborhood glued to England's eleven it
wasn’'t hard to notice when a large Land Rover with black-tinted windows rumbled down Privet Drive. It slowly passed by, stopping only after it had
reached the next intersection and turned around to face back towards Harry. He then spotted a rather large truck as it turned the corner and
headed towards him, with an identical black SUV just behind. The second Land Rover pulled-up short as the lorry stopped in front of the house.
Two men dressed in gray overalls jumped out of the cab and quickly looked up and down the street. The insignia embroidered on the backs of their
coveralls matched the large advertisement painted on the side of the truck.

From all appearances, the Dursleys were about to get some furniture delivered from Harrods department store.

After about fifteen seconds, one of the men walked behind the lorry and opened the doors, while the second watched with one hand inside his
jacket. A metal ramp was extended from the trailer down to the street, and several people emerged from the back of the truck carrying pieces of
bedroom furniture. They all wore the same overalls, but had matching caps that were pulled down low on their heads.

The man who’d opened the back door of the trailer walked up to the front door of the Dursleys and rang the bell. A somewhat wary Vernon opened
the door then stepped to one side, having been made aware of what was expected of him. The mattress-carrying workers marched right into the
house. Had anyone been watching the work rather than the match, they may have thought it strange that four of the overall-clad workers who’d
brought in the first pieces of furniture never came back out.

It took all of ten minutes for the truck’s contents to be emptied, and for the trailer to be filled with what they were replacing. Harry, who had been
watching all the time from under the front window, could hear his aunt sob a bit as her faux-French colonial bedroom set was marched
unceremoniously out to the lorry.

The swap-out completed, those men who'’d finished the job packed up the van and drove off, accompanied by the two SUVs. Harry, wand in hand,
shed his cloak and stood out from the bushes. He found Wally and Steve, who both gave thumbs-ups from their locations, and returned their
gesture. He then turned to enter the house, relieved to know that those whom he now considered to be his real family were safe and sound within
his Aunt and Uncle’s house.
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Later that afternoon, Harry was lying on his new bed, flipping through the channels on a ridiculously large television set when his new mobile phone
rang.



“Hey, what's up Hermione?”

“Oooh, 'm impressed, Harry. You've figured out caller id.”

“Erm, no...just figured that you'd be the only one calling me....so what'cha doing?”

“Nothing. What are you doing?”

“Nothing much...watching some Muggle telly.”

“Merlin, Harry, listen to us...we sound like a couple of teenagers.”

“Maybe that’s because we are teenagers, Hermione.”

“I know, but you know...it’s just that you don’t sound like the weight of the wizarding world is on your shoulders right now.”

“That’s only because | got all this extra support from my new mattress,” Harry replied. “But yeah, | know...feeling comes and goes, but...it's nice....
erm, so how are your folks doing?”

“Amazingly well,” Hermione said. “I mean, here they are, in hiding, sort-of, with Death Eaters staking out their house, and they're acting like it's a
walk in the park.”

“So what’s so bad about that?” Harry asked. “It's not like they're the Dursleys, with their heads up a blast-ended screwt.”

“‘Umm...lIguess.” Hermione replied. “It's just too weird and scary, though, having my parents suddenly involved in the fight with VVoldemort, and
seeing them take it all in stride. You should have seen them at the hotel, Harry...they were trying to calm me down. Not that 'm upset they aren’t
cowering in fear, but...”

“But you don’'t know whether it's the parents that should be taking care of their little girl or the other way around?”

“Yeah, that...that actually makes sense....it’s like there’s this nexus between our world and theirs.”

“Erm, yeah...nexus.” Harry said. “That was the exact word | was going to use.”

“Oh stop it, you prat.” Hermione said tongue-in-cheek admonishment. “So...I was wondering...would you like to join us for dinner tonight?”

“Hmmm, sounds tempting...let me check my engagement calendar...Saturday...Saturday... Saturday...looks good...not scheduled to rescue the
damsel in distress until Tuesday.”

“Damsel in distress?” Hermione asked. “So who is the damsel, Harry?”

“Erm, usual story. Really pretty, lives in a tower, needs a brave knight to come rescue her from eternal boredom...”
“Don’'t suppose I'm that damsel?”

“Oh...no,” Harry said. “You're a Dame, not a damsel.”

“Oh,” said Hermione, “so what's the difference?”

“The difference is,” Harry stammered. “Erm....”

“Yes, Harry?”

“Difference is...damsels are pretty but helpless...they have to be rescued because they can’t save themselves.”
“‘And a Dame?”

“Dames? Well, I've only met one, mind you, but if she’s representative, then Dames are pretty and anything but helpless...more likely to save the
knight’s sorry arse than him save her cute one.”

“So, Dames are pretty useful around the house, huh?”

“More like pretty protective of the house — got the video to prove it.”

“Oh, that’s right,” Hermione said, “Tonks was talking about your little toy...”

“My little toy?” Harry asked, thinking back to what Tonks had seen that morning. “You do mean my omnioculars... right?”
“Maybe....so do you really think my bum is cute, Harry?”

“What?”

“You said knights have sorry arses and Dames have cute ones.”



“Oh....Merlin, 'm going to get hexed either way | answer.”

“Why would | hex you if you did think my bum was cute?”

“Erm...because that would mean I'd been looking at it close enough to tell.”

“| see....so have you, Harry?”

“Have | what, Hermione?”

“Looked closely enough to tell.”

“‘Erm...... right...so...what time is dinner?”

“Seven, and check your closet. | picked out something for you to wear before | left.”
“Sevenitis, then.”

“Oh, and Harry?”

“Yes, Hermione?”

“l wouldn’'t hex you if you looked.”
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An hour later, Harry left his Aunt and Uncle’s house and waved to Mrs. Number Seven as he crossed Privet Drive. She looked just as shocked as
his Aunt had been when he came down the stairs. To be fair, though, it wasn’t every day that a teenager strolled out of Number Four dressed in
Armani.

Although it had been great sport to shock the Dursleys into thinking that their house was going to get even more crowded, there was never any
intention for Hermione’s parents to stay at Number Four. Once they’d shed their disguises and showed their disgust at the physical signs of Harry's
previous care, the Grangers family had crossed the street to stay at Number Five with Wally and Steve.

Dinner was served in the backyard, on the patio. Standard security procedures frowned upon those facing death threats dining al fresco , but given
the unprecedented combination of magical wards and muggle electronic surveillance devices, the only thing threatening them that evening were a
few fluffy storm clouds.

The patio table was dressed in white linen. So was Harry (although his unlined linen suit was actually more of a taupe that complemented his white
silk t-shirt rather nicely).

“So tell me,” Harry asked, in between bites of seared tuna, “how did you manage to select an entire summer wardrobe for me without leaving that
hotel room?”

“Well, it was pretty straightforward,” replied Hermione, who was no less nicely dressed. “Once it became clear that we weren't going to be taking
you to the nearest shopping centre tonight, Brian suggested that we pick up a few things while we were still in the City.”

“You went out to clothing stores with Death Eaters on the hunt?” Harry asked.
“No, dear,” Emily Granger replied, “the clothing stores came to us.”

“The concierges were wonderfully helpful,” Hermione added.

“I'm sure that they would been just as helpful had they not gotten a call from Windsor telling them to bill the Royal account,” Roger deadpanned.

“And they just showed up at your hotel room door with a rack of clothes?”

“Pretty much...yeah,” Hermione said. “Of course, we did have to give them a rough idea of your size, so that | didn’t have to do a lot of magical
alterations once the fittings were done...”

“Fittings?” Harry asked, raising and eyebrow. “You know, | was about to ask how you'd done such a great job sizing me up blind.”
“Oh we didn’t do it blind, dear,” Mrs. Granger said with a smile.

“Yes, Harry,” her husband said, “I'd say that their eyes went quite wide open once Tonks provided them a dummy that was....how should | say
it....fully representational.”

“She didn’t,” Harry said.
“She most certainly did,” Mr. Granger said.
“You mean Tonks morphed into me just to try on clothes?”

“Oh, yes, dear,” Mrs. Granger said, “lIt so much easier to see what colors looked good on you.”



“l can't believe that you guys did that,” Harry said, with a hint of a smile and a resigned shake of his head.

“You've got a problem with Tonks pretending to be someone else?” Hermione asked. “Hey kettle, what color is the pot?”

“Yeah, yeah...least | didn’t ask her to...so about being fully representational...”

“Well,” Hermione replied with a smirk, “how else would we know whether the trousers would fit?”

Harry's ears turned bright red and he stammered for a few seconds before Hermione and her parents burst out laughing at the joke.

And it was at that point, the point where Harry realized that the Grangers were comfortable enough to tease him the same way that they teased
Hermione, that he knew for certain that he’d been accepted as part of a very loving family.

It felt good.
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Once they'd finished off one of Brian’s signature desserts (Pumpkin Bread Pudding with Candied Ginger and Hot Buttered Rum Sauce),
Hermione’s dad pushed back a bit from the table, took a deep breath, and smiled.

“You know, a bloke could get used to this.”

“I'm pretty impressed,” said Harry. “Iif it had been the Dursleys in your shoes they'd all be looking for a change of pants about now.”
“Well it's a pretty low bar you're setting if you're comparing us with the Dursleys,” Mr. Granger said.

“Sure, but even against normal people...I mean, Death Eaters staked out in front of your house, waiting to kill you?”

“Balanced against a fine dinner on a beautiful summer’s night with our daughter and her best friend...I'm thinking that it's a great day.”
“Really?” Harry asked. “Not to take anything away from Brian’s seared tuna and Hermione’s company, but...”

“Guess we see the glass more than half-full,” Emily replied. “Play the hand that's dealt you, make lemonade from lemons, Carpe diem ...that sort of
thing.”

“Alright, who polyjuiced my parents?” Hermione asked, “and where did you hide them and their middle-of-the-road, can’t-be-any-more-conventional-
than-dentists attitudes?”

Her parents laughed.

“Sweetheart, it's all a matter of figuring out what is most important our lives,” Roger explained. “When was the last time you ate two dinners in a row
with us? And what were the chances that we’d be doing it any time this summer before fate dumped us all on the Dursley's door stoop?”

“It's not that we aren’t worried,” Mrs. Granger added. “Of course we’re concerned; but why let that fear rule us?”

“The only thing | really fear,” Roger said, “is that they torch our house before we get a chance to rescue your baby photos.”

“Oh, Dad, don't start that again.”

Roger laughed. “Frankly, as well as our protection has been, 'm a bit surprised we haven’'t heard back from Tonks.”

“Well,” Hermione replied, “she did say it'd be hard to arrest them as it stood...the only rules they're breaking right now are fashion related.”

“Might be best to leave them alone, unless you desperately need something from your house,” Harry stated. “So long as they're looking for you
there, they won't go looking for you here.”

“Ah, yes good point, Harry,” Roger said. “That brings us around to a question that Emily and | have for the two of you. It's pretty clear that we can’t
stay at the house, at least until Voldemort's gone and probably even after that...”

“Oh, I feel so terrible, that house has always meant so much to you,” Hermione said.

“It's just wood and brick, dear,” her mother replied, “and not at all important when it comes to our lives and yours.”

“And that goes for the surgery, as well,” her father added. “If they know where we live we have to assume that they know where we work.”
Harry started to count on his fingers. “So, we’ve got to find you a new place to live, and a new place to work, and provide security...”

“Hold on, son,” Roger said. “You're getting ahead of yourself. Emily and | have been thinking about this, and talked with Wally and Steve...and,
well...”

“Hermione, dear,” Emily asked, “how long do you and Harry plan on staying here in Little Whinging?”

“Why do you think that...”



“Hermione,” her father interrupted, “you were going to tell us that you would be staying with Harry this summer, right?”
“Not that we hadn’'t expected you to,” her mother added.

“Well,” Hermione admitted, “l was going to tell you yesterday, but then we got diverted by the Palace, and then today the whole Death Eater thing
sprang up...”

“I see,” her father said. “So, about how long are you two staying here?”

“If you'd asked me two days ago, I'd say for as little time as possible,” Harry said. “That would have been two weeks, to ensure that my mother’s
protections were up until | turn seventeen on July 31.”

“But now...” Roger said, “Harry, you do understand that whatever it is that you two have to do to defeat Voldemort is far more important then
worrying about Emily and myself, right?”

“If you fed me Veritaserum I'd probably be forced to agree,” Harry replied, “But that doesn’t mean that we can’'t do both at the same time.”
“Dad, why are your plans contingent on ours?”

“Because, Dear,” he replied, “we don’t want to hamper your fight, but if given a choice we’d rather be with you then holed up in some governmental
safe house under assumed names.”

“And not just be with you,” her mother added, “but doing everything we can to help you.”
“So, you want to know if it would be okay for you two to stay here with us?” Hermione asked.
“Well, not with you per se ,” Roger said, “but we’ve been invited to stay here at Number Five for as long as we like.”

“And not that your neighbors aren’t, erm, lovely, Harry,” Emily added, “but ‘as long as we like’ is only going to be only so as long as you and
Hermione are here.”

“Sounds brilliant,” Harry said immediately.

“You and Dad, staying here?” Hermione asked. “Not that | don’t love you both, but what would you do?”

“Oh,” her Father said, “probably drive our teen-aged daughter and her boyfriend crazy...”

“Dad!”

Harry noted with interest that Hermione’s admonishment was delivered with a slight grin. Hermione noted Harry's interest...and didn’t stop smiling.
The patio door opened and Steve joined them.

“Sorry to interrupt, but we’ve got company.”

Hermione reached for her wand. “Friendly?”

“Well, the old woman and her cats seem harmless enough, but if looks could kill then the sweaty red-haired kid lugging a trunk...”
Harry and Hermione looked at each other before reaching the same conclusion.
“Ron.”

They held each other’s gaze, as if neither wanted to break the spell that had enchanted the last couple of days. It was Hermione who finally broke
eye contact and left the table to meet their friend.

Harry looked down at his plate; dessert was long gone. He looked around the table, at the Grangers, at the sky...trying to savor, for one more
fleeting moment, the feeling of being part of one big happy Granger family before joining Ron and Hermione out front.

Nexus, indeed.
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Chapter 6 — Love Shack

Ron had lived through a terribly rotten, no good, horrible day.

It started that morning, with a row with his mum over whether he would stay with Harry or at home. That argument made use of the Burrow’s floo
connection out of the question. Planning on trying to hail down the Knight Bus, Ron had then levitated his trunk out to the road and stuck out his
wand. And waited.

And waited some more.

It was only until he started to think desperate thoughts about facing his mum again that the bus appeared. With Stan still in Azkaban, Ron had to
deal with a replacement conductor, who was anything but friendly. When forced to explain his need for “emergency” transport, Ron was threatened
with a citation and hefty fine for a frivolous call. As it was, he was given a stern warning and left alone (again) in the dust.

With no better alternative in hand, Ron made the three mile long walk into town. Since the nearest Muggle household was only a half-mile down the
road, he hand carried his trunk for most of the trip. Dusty, sweaty, and extremely irritated, he arrived at Luna’s doorstep and prayed that she was
home. In his first bit of good luck that day, she was.

Luna almost seemed disappointed when he explained why he’d shown up at her house with his trunk. Her mood brightened a bit, though, when Ron
accepted her invitation to stay for dinner. Her father was gone on a special assignment, so they ate a simple meal with only each other's company.
Ron had to admit that it had been a lot easier for him to find things to talk about with Luna than he’d ever imagined possible.

Once dinner had ended, his nightmarish journey continued. Knowing that his brothers had stood watch on Privet Drive the night before, he used the
Lovegood'’s floo connection to get to their shop in Diagon Alley. Fred and George had made it clear that that he’d just be getting in the way, given

how well Harry and Hermione had dealt with Dawlish and Umbridge . But on Ron’s insistence, they'd pointed their floo connection towards Arabella
Figg’s fireplace and kicked him through the grate. Which led him to present circumstances.

The argument between Ron and Hermione reached Harry's ears well before he reached them. It wasn't a pretty sight...Ron was upset that
Hermione hadn’t contacted him sooner. She was upset that he was being so presumptuous, that he hadn’'t bothered to announce that he was
coming to Little Whinging, and that he was an overall git.

Once they started talking about the Hogwarts Express and levitation spells, Mrs. Figg tactfully suggested that they find someplace a little less public
to sort things out. Harry agreed, suggesting that Hermione go talk to her parents while he took Ron into Number Four.

Introductions went about as well as could be expected. Uncle Vernon whined about running a boarding house, but made sure it was said softly
enough not to reach Brian’s ears. Ron was quite impressed with Harry's new bedroom (formerly Dudley's old first bedroom), and appreciated the
fact that there were two twin beds already in place. The huge telly was fairly mesmerizing, but the promise of a pitcher of iced pumpkin juice was
enough to lure Ron out onto the backyard patio, where Harry had told Hermione to meet them.

Ron and Hermione’s second attempt at civility went more smoothly. Harry didn’t know if it was the pumpkin juice, or diminished shock from Ron's
arrival, but really didn’t care. Despite how incredibly well things had been with just Hermione and himself in Muggleland, he had to admit that he
was glad to see Ron. They talked well into the night about their experiences over the past two days.

Harry and Hermione gave a fairly accurate description of what they'd been through. Sensitive to Ron’s periodic fits of jealousy, neither was all that
forthcoming about the their new relationship with the Royal household. Harry simply stated that he’d gotten some help from a friend of
Dumbledore’s, and that Brian and the guys across the street were part of that assistance. They said nothing about their knighthoods, or about their
Order of Arthur badges...which, they decided, had been a very good idea when they realized that a certain tabby cat was sitting on the side yard
fence.

Harry had been to afraid to ask whether Hermione was going to now stay with her parents, so he was pleasantly surprised when she led the way
upstairs, where Brian had already tucked in behind the new six-paneled door to his old bedroom. Hermione stopped at the top of the landing, gave
Ron and Harry hugs that were exacting in their sameness, and retired to the master bedroom. As the two boys went to their new bedroom, they
passed by the open doorway of the guest bedroom, which, despite the Dursley’s protests, had been left vacant...after all, they never knew when
Harry's Aunt Marge might stop by for a visit.

Karma's little helpers had done well that day.
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The following morning was blissfully uneventful. Brian eased up on the Dursleys (it was Sunday, after all), and allowed Vernon to take Dudley to the
gym for a workout while he took the car into London for a visit to his favorite organic farmer's market. This allowed Harry to cook a yogurt-free
traditional breakfast for Ron, Hermione, and himself, and for the three to make plans for the day. During a discussion on where the most secure
place would be to make plans, Harry remembered that there was a magical tent inside his bag of tricks. After retrieving his knapsack from



upstairs, they rolled out the tarp in Number Four’'s backyard and staked down corner poles that magically telescoped out from their grommets.
When fully erect, the tent was about the same size as the ones they'd used at World Cup.

“Harry,” Hermione asked, “did you say that you got this tent from Filch’s stash of confiscated items?”
“Yeah, seems kind of strange for something so innocent looking to be on the banned list, doesn’tit?”
Hermione’s eyes brightened up a bit. “Not if it's the tent that | heard about at one of the Prefect's meetings last year.”

“Nothing dangerous, was it?” Ron asked warily.

“Only if you're worried about your morals,” Hermione replied. She looked around the fence line, and not seeing any neighbor’s noses, drew her
wand. “One way to find out,” she said, and dove into the tent flap before either Ron or Harry could stop her.

“Hermione!” Harry exclaimed. He quickly grabbed his wand from his back pocket and followed right behind.

That it was a magical tent, there was no doubt. The interior space was much larger than its footprint. Harry couldn’t immediately tell whether there
was more than one room, since his brain was too busy processing what was immediately before him.

Hermione was sitting on the edge of a large king-sized bed that was covered with a red, pink and white checked duvet. A very large mirror stood in
lieu of a headboard; the ceiling itself was also mirrored. These mirrors reflected red and white blobs which were forming, growing and combining
on the walls as if they were wall-papered with magical lava lamps. The floor was carpeted in a thick red shag; the room was lit by candlelight and
smelled of jasmine and sandalwood.

“Hermione...where are we...why did you do that?” Harry asked.

“Because | knew you'd be right behind me.”

“Well of course |was going to be right behind you,” Harry said. “But what was so important to find out that it was worth scaring me to death?”
“Whether you'd be able....erm, Harry, where’s Ron?”

“Probably right behind me...” He turned to look back at the flap. Puzzled that Ron hadn’t already burst through, Harry poked his head out of the tent
flap. His Aunt and Uncle’s backyard was still there, but Ron had gone missing.

Harry popped his head back inside and turned back towards Hermione, who now sported bright eyes and a smile.
“Hermione,” Harry said, “why do I think you know what's going on?”
“Erm...because 'm the smartest witch in my generation?”

“Well, yeah,” said Harry, as he walked up towards a nightstand and spied the kind of "adult" toy not typically left by Father Christmas. “l just wouldn’t
have expected you to be in the know about this, erm...this kind of magic.”

Hermione laughed, a bit nervously. “Well, there’s always the possibility that you don’t know everything about me,” she cooed, as she patted the bed
with her hand. “Have a seat, Harry?”

He looked at her within the context of their surroundings and suddenly decided that sitting might be a very useful thing to do. Declining her invitation,
though, Harry instead took a seat on the ground with his knees pulled up in front of his lap.

“So where did Ron go?” he asked.

“Probably wherever the distraction spell that we activated sent him.”

“We activated a distraction spell?”

“Yes, and a silencing spell as well, if this is the tent that 'm thinking of,” said Hermione.
“And what kind of tent is that?” Harry asked.

“It's called a ‘Love Shack’,” she explained. “Japanese magical import, designed for couples that don’t have a place to, erm...to be together when
they want to be alone. You know...get away from your parents...or friends...Japanese Muggles have something similar...they're called Love
Hotels.”

“Oh,” Harry said, “well | guess that makes sense, given the décor...so you've been in one of these before?”
“No,” Hermione said quickly. “l heard about it only after it d been confiscated from a couple of Hufflepuffs.”
"That's good,” Harry said, almost to himself. “So...they wanted something a little less crowded than the Astronomy Tower?”

Hemione returned the look of concern. “Yes they did...and just how do you know about the crowd at the Astronomy Tower?”



“Erm...so I've heard...” Harry replied defensively. Changing the subject, he asked, “So, with the distraction charms in place, how did the owner get
caught?”

“With his pants down around his ankles,” Hermione said with a grin. “Oh, you mean...well, Hagrid spotted it on the Forest's edge...they must have
forgotten that giants are immune to most charms.”

It was then that they decided to check out the rest of the tent.

A sliding door along one of the sidewalls revealed a room nearly as large as the first, decorated and furnished to resemble a Japanese bath house.
A wall of large stone boulders dominated the left side of the room, with water cascading down from the top in a waterfall that emptied into a
recessed pool. Steam rose from the water’s surface and spilled over a short stone wall that divided the pool from the central tiled section of the
room, which held two wooden benches laden with scrub brushes, buckets and hand-held shower heads. On the right side of the room, an elevated
floor was covered with tatami mats made of woven straw. Large throw pillows and cushions were strewn around the floor mats; beyond that a large
charmed window showed a blossoming cherry tree with boughs that framed a mountain vista.

Two pair of wooden sandals bounced up and down off the floor in front of Harry and Hermione like excited puppies. They took the hint, and slipped
on the sandals before clip-clopping over the tile floor to shoji screens on the far wall. When pulled to the side, the room dividers revealed two
separate changing rooms, a full lavatory, and a small, but functional kitchen furnished with a table set for two.

Harry had a mind to inspect the charmed window more closely. Hermione, unfortunately, was too late in warning him not to step onto the tatami with
clad feet. As soon as Harry stepped on the mat he was unceremoniously hurled up into the air and thrown head-first into the pool. He surfaced to
the sounds of Hermione’s laughter and the tatami mat’s scolding (its charmed voice that of an elderly Japanese woman).

“Harry, you do know that you're supposed to scrub yourself clean before you enter the bath, don’'t you?” Hermione asked, as she walked towards
the pool. She then made the classic mistake of offering Harry a hand out of the tub. Whether it was that she trusted him too much, or had not seen
enough romantic comedies, the result was the same; Harry grabbed her arm and pulled her into the water with him.

“Harry Potter, you are incorrigible!” Hermione shrieked, after she surfaced.

“Yeah? Well, Hermione Granger, you are very wet,” he replied, with lips pulled into a grin and two eyes pulled towards the front of her now-
translucent t-shirt.

Hermione realized immediately what he was intimating, and dove back down to neck height. Her embarrassment was quickly tempered by
agitation as he broke out into laughter.

“Oh, Harry...you are terrible. Just you wait.”
“Wait for what?”

The brown-haired witch’s eyes narrowed a bit, a clear sign to Harry that she was working something out. Vamping for time, she asked, “So why are
you glad that I've never been in one of these tents before?”

“What? Oh...well...why did you say that there’s no other boy you'd rather your parents get to know?”

“Oh, I don’'t know, why did you call me your princess?”

“Princess? Well....what am | supposed to think about you using Tonks to see how well I fill out my pants?”

Hermione let out a giggle, “What's bothering you about the modeling...what | saw, or that | needed Tonks’s help to see it?”
Harry sighed. “What did you see anyway?”

“So, do you really think I have a cute bum?”

“Answering a question with a question?”

“Why not? You just did.”

Hermione scowled a bit, then finally figured out how she could exact revenge for her revealing wet t-shirt. Pulling her wand out from a submerged
pocket, she chanted, “Evanesco !”

The look of surprise on Harry's face told Hermione that her little experiment had been successful.
“What did you do that for?” he demanded.

“Didn’t want you to think | needed Tonks's help to check you out,” Hermione said with a smile. “And if 'm going to be embarrassed about giving you
a show when | step out of this tub, it's only fair that you are as well.”

Harry looked at her for a second, before smiling. “Your mistake, my dear, is assuming that | would be embarrassed.”
He grabbed his wand, which had tumbled out of his back pocket when Hermione had made his trousers disappear, and stood up.

This move gave Hermione a close-up view of his dripping-wet Christmas present from Fred and George ...crimson boxer shorts that sported a



fluttering golden snitch centered on the button fly.
“Fancy a game of Quidditch, Hermione?”

The teen-aged witch looked up at Harry with a bit of awe, then realized that he was challenging her to display the same kind of Gryffindor courage.
She stood up on the bench, just a few inches away from him, thrust her chest out with her hands on her hips, and looked straight into her tubmate’s
eyes.

“Sure, Harry,” she replied. “Just so long as it's my snitches that you're reaching for.”

The-Boy-Who-Lived smiled, straining to maintain eye contact. He pointed his wand towards the wall and Accio 'ed a short robe that was hanging
on a hook. He then wrapped the garment around Hermione, grabbed the two ends of the sash, and used them to pull her wet body up against his.
Her breath hitched as he tied the knot.

“Perhaps another time.”

With a tinge of regret, Hermione nodded her head and summoned a second robe, which she wrapped around Harry. The robes had drying charms
within their lining, so that they (and their clothes) were dry before their feet hit the floor. She then hung her robe back on a hook and transfigured
Harry’s robe into a new pair of trousers.

“Think it's time we go find Ron?” he asked.
Hermione sighed. “Suppose so.”

Together they walked back into the bedroom and towards the tent flap. Just before they reached the opening, Harry grabbed both of Hermione’s
hands and faced her.

“So,” he said. “Lots of questions that went unanswered.”

“You think so?”

“Maybe...I never could have imagined two more magical days, especially here in Little Whinging.”

A tinge of disappointment crept over Hermione’s face. “You make it sound like the magic is over.”

“Merlin, I hope not,” Harry replied.

And then he kissed her.

His two hands releasing hers to reach up and cradle her cheeks as he turned his head slightly leaning forward kissed her.

It only lasted a few seconds. When he pulled back to break it off, her lips followed his, stealing a second peck before retreating in support of
Hermione’s attempts to avoid swooning.

There was a look of wonder on her face...an “I can't believe | kissed Harry” kind of look. She smiled and said sweetly (and somewhat cryptically),
“Tinroof....rusty!”

Harry started to say something but she stopped him with a shake of her head and an index finger pressed up to his lips. Grabbing his hand, they
walked back outside to take down the tent.
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Ron was inside Harry’'s bedroom, his eyes glued to a screen.
“Oh, there you two are...decided on a place to talk yet?”

Harry and Hermione looked at each other and smiled in the midst of Ron’s blissful ignorance. She pulled her wand out and was about to transform
one of the twin beds into a meeting table before Harry gave a yell to mind his telly. Scowling a bit at how quickly he and Ron had fallen in love with
their new electronic toys, Hermione led them next door.

It was the first Harry had seen his Aunt and Uncle's bedroom since its redesignation and refurbishment. He noted that there had already been two
transformations; one that had replaced Petunia’s pseudo-Provincial dreck with the sleek Scandinavian design furniture from Harrods, and the
second that had transfigured the modern pieces into something Hermione called “contemporary castle.” There was a four-poster bed that
dominated the room, but it was built of light maple, rather than dark walnut and the curtains were white and gauzy rather than burgundy-colored and
thick. She had added a fireplace, but it was trimmed with marble tiles rather than heavy stone. A comfortable reading chair and floor lamp, large
maple desk and banks of maple bookcases completed the bedroom set.

Hermione shrank the bed down to doll-house dimensions and elongated the desk’s writing surface to form a table about which she conjured three
chairs. Pulling the one nearest her back and taking a seat, she whipped out a blank scroll, quill and ink pot and looked up at her boys.

“Well, come on, take a seat.”



“Right, then.. first things first,” Hermione said, once they followed orders. “Harry, as much as | hate to see you tempted into becoming a couch
potato, you did have a good point about not using my wand in your room. We should designate your room as the Muggle room and mine as the
magic room, and try to keep the two separate so as not to fry your new toys.”

“Erm, thanks...l guess,” he replied with a smile.

“Well, even with Auror Robard’s assurances, it would be best not to have too many spells going off in an under-aged wizard’s room.”

“Good point,” Ron said. “Guess that means the Xbox stays, right?”

“Merlin,” Hermione exclaimed, “boys and their toys.”

Harry tried to steer the agenda back on track.

“Right, well...there’s all kinds of things to discuss, but...I think for now we should focus on three issues...schedule, money, and Hermione’s house.”
“Sounds good to me,” Ron said. “The sooner we can get back to the wizarding world, the better.”

“Oh, Ron,” Hermione lamented, “you’ve been here all of what, half a day and already you're complaining?”

“Yes, but...”

“Like Iwas saying,” Harry interrupted, “When Dumbledore made me promise to return here he never really said just how long I'd have to stay to
extend my mum’s protections.”

“Well it shouldn’t be any longer than the shortest amount of time you've ever spent here, right?” asked Ron.

“Actually, Harry,” Hermione said, “I've anticipated this question.” She unrolled a parchment, enlarged it, and set it against the wall with a sticking
charm. Upon the parchment was a chart with points and a line marked upon it.

“You'll never change, will you?” Ron asked.

Hermione ignored him. “Harry, this chart plots the amount of time you've spent at your Aunt and Uncle for the past six years. After First Year, you
were here most of the summer...Ron rescued you about a week before term, right? Before Third Year you stayed at the Leaky Cauldron for the
better part of a month. Summer before Fourth Year, you were here a total of six weeks before the Quidditch World Cup. The Dementor attacks
before Fifth Year limited your stay to four weeks, and then last year it was all of two, right?”

Harry nodded.

“Now you'll notice that 've connected the points with a line that has a surprisingly constant negative slope. Projecting that line out to this year would
suggest that in order to keep your mother’s protection you'll have to stay under your Aunt’s control...”

“Up until lunchtime?” Harry said with a smile.

“Excellent,” Ron said. “So you can tell your relatives to piss off and we can all find someplace magical to live, right?”

“And where do you propose that would be?” Hermione asked.

“No shortage of food at The Burrow,” Ron replied.

“No shortage of stress, either,” said Hermione. “No thanks.”

“Well,” Ron replied, “what about Grimmauld Place? Food isn’'t as good, but we could always get take-out from the Leaky Cauldron.”
“That's great, Ron,” Hermione said. “Good to know we’d be AK’ed on full stomachs at least.”

“Huh?”

“Ron, get a clue,” Hermione said. “We lost our secret keeper, so it's not a secret location anymore.”

“Why not?” Ron asked. “Are you sure that the Fidelius Charm stops working once the Secret Keeper dies?”

“Honestly, Ron...” Hermione fumed. She got up, walked out the door, and returned a minute later with a rather frightened Dudley.
“Now, quit the whimpering,” Hermione told him, “l don’t want any stains on my new carpet.” She then turned towards the other two.
“Ron, would you be so kind as to tell Dudley where the headquarters of the Order of the Phoenix is?”

“Are you out of your mind?”

“Just do it, Ron,” Harry said, as he nodded his head and palmed his wand.

“Fine, but don’'t blame me,” Ron replied. “Oy, Dudley...the headquarters of the Order of the Phoenix is Number Twelve Grimmau....”



“Obliviate \”
Harry and Hermione’s stereo simulcast knocked Dudley right between the eyes.
“Erm...how did | get here?” he asked, looking very worried.

“You walked,” Hermione replied, as she twirled her wand in one hand like a snare drum performer. “Now run along, Duddikins, before we decide to
do some target practice.”

Harry's cousin didn’'t need to be told twice.

“Fine,” Ron said, “so it’s no longer a secret location. All we need to do is cast a new Fidelius charm that protects the location of the home of the
smartest smart-alec witch in all of England.”

“Be my guest,” Hermione said in a huff.
“What...you mean that you can’t cast that spell?”

“Ron,” Harry said, “there’s a reason why it was Professor Flitwick that cast the Fidelius charm. He was probably the only wizard in Britain skilled
enough to cast it.”

“That difficult, eh?”

“Think about it, Ron,” Hermione said. “If the charm was any easier to perform then Fred and George would have made themselves the secret
keepers for Slytherin’s toilets years ago.”

“Oh, good point.”

“Which,” Harry said, “brings us to my second agenda item — money. As nice as we’ve been set up by...Dumbledore’s friend...| don’'t want to rely on
his generosity forever. | was hoping for Bill's help getting access to my accounts, but..."

“But there’s no telling when the Ministry will let him out of the restricted ward at St. Mungo’s,” Ron agreed.

“Right,” Harry said. “Frankly, | don’'t have a clue how much I have in my vaults. Dumbledore told me last year that Sirius had left me Headquarters in
his will, and that a 'reasonable’ amount of gold had been transferred into my vault, but who knows how he defined ‘reasonable’?”

“How did you get money for books last year?” asked Ron.

“Bill got it for me, remember?” Harry replied. “Breakfast table...day we went to Diagon Alley.. .visited the twin’s shop and drew wands on Malfoy's
mom...”

“Oh yeah, how could | forget?” said Ron. “Should have cursed her when we had the chance...”
“Malfoy’s mom would well down on my "'To Do’ scroll,” said Harry. “About eight feet below "Take out trash — kill Snape'.”

“But the point is,” interrupted Hermione, “you don’'t know how long your gold will last if your full-time job for the next year or so is defeating
Voldemort.”

“Exactly," Harry replied. "l know that my parents had put enough gold into my vault to get me through school rather comfortably...but what if what |
inherited from my parents doesn’t get released to my control until | turn seventeen...or twenty-one...or twenty-five?”

“So you've got ‘before’ gold and ‘after’ gold?” asked Ron.

“Yup,” said Harry. “Knowing how much of both | have would help a lot. If | had enough money to rent my own apartment, say, then | wouldn’t have to
live here any longer than | needed to renew my mother’s protective charms. But if | have to wait...”

“What about that tent that was set up out back?” Ron asked.
Harry and Hermione shared worried expressions before she cautiously replied, “Turned out it was only designed for two people.”
“Oh, that’s too bad,” Ron replied. “So like I said at the start, there's always the Burrow.”

“Yeah, | know that,” said Harry. “But with Bill and Fleur's wedding and all of the planning | don’t want to give your mum something else to worry
about.”

“Wouldn't be a problem at all,” said Ron. “Look, for once you are getting enough food to eat at the Dursley’s, so you won’t be showing up as the
summertime skinny you've been in the past. Mum'’s not going to have to take any time to put meat back on your bones. Second, you being there
might actually help with the wedding. Even though she’s warmed up to the idea of having Fleur as a daughter-in-law, they've still been knocking
heads over flowers and decorations and punch flavors. Enough to keep me out of the house and on our quidditch pitch all day long. | could use the
company, and Ginny could too.”

“Ron,” said Harry, “you know how things stand between Ginny and me...we’ve broken up, and that isn’'t a situation that is going to change. Period.”



He looked at Hermione, who was looking down at the table, trying to hide a smile. “l don’t think that spending time in the same house will help things

any.
“Well you never know,” replied Ron.

“Let’s get back on track, shall we?” interjected Hermione. “Harry needs to find out what is in his vault, and what will be there once he turns
seventeen. We all agree that he should avoid Diagon Alley right now, so he can't go to the vault himself. Bill can’t find out for him right now, and it
might be difficult to sneak a goblin out of Gringott's to visit Harry here.”

“So one of us can go for him,” replied Ron. “That is, if you trust us mate.”

Harry reached under his shirt collar and pulled out the necklace that held his bank vault key. He looked at both of his friends, thought for a moment,
then handed it to Ron. “Will you go for me?” asked Harry. “I'd ask both of you to go, but with Hermione’s parents here in hiding...”

Ron straightened his back a bit as he reached out for the key. “I'd be happy to help, Harry. You can count on me.”

‘I know | can, Ron,” Harry said. He tried to gauge Hermione’s reaction, but his peripheral vision was wretched without corrective contact lenses.
“Now, Gringott's won’'t be open until tomorrow, and there’s probably extra security measures and long lines...any chance you could stay with Fred
and George tonight and get there first thing in the morning?”

“Depends,” Ron said, only half-seriously, “what does that Brian chap have planned for dinner?”

“Didn’t you hear him talk about that organic farmer’s market?” Hermione asked. “He was planning on cooking up some bean curd and lentils, |
think.” She flashed Harry a quick wink.

“Erm, right...I'll be at my brother’s presently.”

Harry looked at Hermione and wondered if she’d wanted to have Ron out of the house as much as he did right about then.

“Finally, last agenda item,” he said. “We need to take down the Death Eaters parked in front of Hermione’s house.”

“And who is we, Harry?” Hermione asked. “It's one thing to defend a house with only your bag of tricks, but to attack without a wand?”
“There has to be a way,” Ron said.

“Even if there was, we’d have to wait until Harry's protections are renewed in a couple of weeks.”

‘I don’t want to wait that long,” Harry said. “Maybe...| think that it's time for Aunt Petunia to take me on a little car trip. As long as 'm under her so-
called care, | should be covered.”

“What,” Ron asked, “she’s just going to wait in the car while you take care of the Death Eaters?”

“Why not?” Harry replied. “it might do her some good to realize what they’ll be up against once we’ve left Little Whinging for good.”
“But like Tonks said,” Hermione reminded him, “the spotters aren’t breaking any laws...last thing we need are charges of vigilantism.”
“It's against the law to wear the Dark Mark, right?”

“Yes, but they were wearing long sleeves in the photograph,” Hermione said. “We can’t go after them on the assumption that they might be
tattooed.”

“Well, you got to admit, Hermione, long sleeves in the heat of summer is a little suspicious, right?”

“It still doesn’t give us just cause...it wouldn’t give the Aurors probable cause to make them roll up their sleeves.”
“What if we could prove they had the Mark?” Harry asked.

“Then, sure, they are fair game,” Hermione replied. “But how?”

“Tonks did tell you about her discovery, right?”

“What, that you have a cute little birthmark just below your left...”

“No, you know....”

“Ok, fine,” Hermione replied. “Still we would want to decide whether to take those two alone, or set up a sting to get their support crew as well.”
“Sting?” Ron asked. “Shouldn’t we be planning on using something stronger than a stinging hex?”

Harry and Hermione looked at Ron and shook their heads.

“Purebloods,” Hermione said with exasperation and a smile.

“Hey!” said Ron.



“So should 1 go round up Aunt Petunia and the omnioculars?” Harry asked.

“Harry, did you hear what you just said?”

“Oh, Merlin...right up there with a skyclad Umbridge...sorry about that.”

“It's alright,” Hermione replied. “So do you want to hassle with your Aunt, or get a quick answer?”

Harry's eyes narrowed a bit in concern. “Yes, okay, but only if you take Tonks with you and promise not to do anything more than peep.”
“What are you talking about, Harry?” Ron asked.

“Hermione and Tonks are going to do a little scouting for us,” Harry replied.

“Oy, what am I,” Ron asked, “a potted plant?”

“No,” Hermione replied, “you are a wizard without a license to apparate.”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah,” Ron said, “rub itin.”

Harry then nonchalantly turned to Hermione. “I'm going over to Number Five to ask Wally something. Do you want me to say anything to your
parents?”

Hermione looked at Harry with one slightly raised eyebrow, then turned to Ron. “l probably should tell my parents that I'll be gone for a couple of
hours. Why don’'t we meet in your room in fifteen minutes, then | can walk with you to Mrs. Figg’'s?”

Ron thought for a second before saying sure, then made a beeline for the video game console next door. Harry grabbed the omnioculars and his
invisibility cloak from their room, handed them to Hermione, and joined her as she went downstairs.

“So what do you need to ask Wally?” Hermione asked, once they were outside.
“Well, to be honest, | was more interested in asking you something without Ron being there,” Harry replied.
“Thought so,” Hermione replied with a smile. “Not sure it's much better talking right under my parent’s noses, but...”

Steve had the door open even before they rang the bell. They asked for a quiet place to talk for a few minutes. Looking around, the only semi-
private area they could find was the hall closet. Worried that being found there by her parents would be even more of a problem, Harry and
Hermione settled for an empty living room with their eyes peeled for company.

Harry sat on the couch first; Hermione slid in facing him, with one leg tucked underneath, so that she could cover both of his legs with her other leg.
She then leaned her side against the back of the couch, wrapped her arm around Harry’s shoulder and started to play with his hair. Harry recalled
having lots of Common Room discussions with Hermione in this exact position, but never remembered the body contact to be so electrifying. He
leaned his head back against her arm and smiled.

“Hermione,” he said, “We keep asking questions, and saying that we need to talk, but we haven’t...and | know that 've been reluctant to for fear of
screwing up this wonderful thing that we’ve had going the past couple of days and so | haven’t pushed it, but maybe now...”

Hermione smiled back at him. “Things have been rather special, haven't they?”
Harry nodded. “You know, as we were taking down the tent | was half afraid that what we did was more of a reaction to our surroundings, but...”
The fingers that had been running through Harry's hair froze into a claw position.

“But,” he continued, “sitting here in this living room doesn’'t make you any less fanciable...and doesn’t make me any less needy when it comes to
wanting to snog you silly.”

Her fingers flattened against the side of Harry’'s head and pulled it roughly towards hers as their lips connected in a brief but steamy kiss. Hermione
pulled her head back and opened her eyes.

“Amazing how we think alike, isn't it?”

Their discovery was bluntly interrupted when Wally cleared his throat from the hallway and announced that Mr. and Mrs. Granger were coming
downstairs.

Harry pulled back a bit and expected Hermione to do the same, but she merely relaxed her grip on his head and returned to her hair play. She
responded to Harry's nervous glance towards the doorway with a smile, only turning towards the door when it was obvious that her parents had
entered.

“Hi Mum. Hi Dad,” she said, with what Harry thought was an amazing amount of confidence.
“Well,” Mr. Granger said with a broad smile, “hello there you two...l do hope that we weren’t interrupting anything.”

“You were,” Hermione said, “but that's okay...I've got to go out and do something with Tonks for a little bit...you two mind keeping Harry company



while 'm away?”

The Boy-Who-Lived looked at his best friend with a bit of shock. “Erm, thanks but | really should be getting back to the house...don’t think my Aunt
knows where | am right now.”

“So what was it that you wanted to talk about?” Hermione asked sweetly.
“Erm...,” Harry replied, a bit sheepishly, “l think that | got an answer to my question.”
Hermione’s eyes shone brightly. “Good,” she said. “l think that | did too.”

She stood and pulled Harry up off the couch. She didn’t let go of his hand as she walked towards her parents and gave each of them a quick peck
on the cheeks. Harry looked a bit flustered by everything, but not enough to pull his hand back as her parents parted and let them pass.

“See you both for dinner tonight, right?” Roger asked.
“Erm, sure,” Harry replied, after getting a confirmatory nod from Hermione.
Hermione’s dad smiled. “Off you go, then, dinner’s at seven.”

Roger had enough courtesy to wait until Harry and Hermione were half-way across the street before coughing the word “Whipped!”into his hand.
The coughs generated when his wife responded with an elbow to his ribs were far less intelligible.

Chapter 7 — Dealing with the Death Eaters

Harry wasn’t in the mood for studying or researching while Hermione was in harm’s way, so when Brian returned from the market he was more than
willing to help put away groceries. That presented the young wizard with the opportunity to thank the Queen's man again for helping secure the
safety of Hermione’s parents, and for making his stay with his Aunt and Uncle enjoyable for once.

The two talked a bit more about schedules and safety. It helped that Brian was a card-carrying Muggle; it gave Harry latitude when it came to
discussing the anti-apparation wards and his mother’s protective charm. When The Queen's man pointed out that with those wards in place there
would be advantages for staying on at Number Four even after two weeks time, Harry noted that the house was rather crowded. And as much fun
as it was to put his Aunt and Uncle in their places, having them camp out in the living room wasn’t going to be fun for anyone for more than a couple
of days. Brian said that there might be a win-win scenario for all involved, if they looked hard enough.

Harry also expressed concern about now having two houses to potentially defend, and limited options for safe havens if they came under attack.
Harry hadn’t minded putting his relatives in the bathtub during the Auror incident, but didn’t care for the idea of forcing the Grangers to do the same.
Again, Brian thought that there might be a solution to that problem, and when asked, Harry agreed that he’d be more likely to stay at Number Four
through the summer if that problem was addressed.

Fifteen minutes after she’d left Hermione rang Harry on his mobile phone. He went up to his room to take the call.
“Hermione...please tell me you're safe.”

“Harry, 'm safe...please tell me you're breathing.”

“Yeah, yeah, can't a guy worry about the safety of his girl...erm,”

“What was that Harry? Did you call me a girlerm? Gee, must of missed that Magical Creatures class.”

“Very funny, Hermione,” Harry replied. “So did you get a look at them?”

‘Yes...yes we did.”

“And?”

“And,” Hermione whispered conspiratorially, “underneath their clothes they were naked !”

“Hermione,” Harry said with some degree of exasperation, “did they have the Dark Mark?”

“Yes, Harry, they did. Tonks downloaded the images from the omnioculars to her wand and returned back to the Auror Department to show it to her
boss. She’s going to get back to me once they've decided what to do.”

“Good. So where are you now?”

“At a coffee shop a couple of blocks away from my parents house,” Hermione replied. “Just thought I'd call before | apparate so you don’'t worry
when you hear my arrival.”

“Good idea. Say, speaking of mobiles and apparation, did you have your phone on when you left here?”
“Erm, I guess | did,” Hermione replied. “Forgot to turn it off...funny, it seems to have survived the jump.”

“That is strange,” Harry said, “but useful to know....wonder if you could use it within a magical area like Diagon Alley.”



“That I'd doubt,...but we could always try.”

“Maybe so,” Harry said, “but rather than Diagon, maybe you could swing by St. Mungo’s? |feel so bad that | can’t visit Bill right now.”
“Why Harry, that's so thoughtful. But what if Ginny or Molly are there, what should | say?”

“Dunno...How about, ‘Nice to see you Molly and back off Ginny he’s all mine?”

“So you'd want me to lie?” Hermione asked with a touch of tease.

“What would be the lie? It wouldn’t be nice to see Molly there?”

“Oh, Harry, Iwish | could reach through the mobile and hug you right now.”

“Me too. But that's okay...not like there’s going to be anyone stopping us when you do return.”

“Yeah, | noticed that,” Hermione said with a smile that he couldn't see. “Have you started a list of overnight errands for Ron to run?”

“Hermione, you are terrible...Brilliant, but terrible. Now go say hello to Bill while | start on that list.”

Harry played with the Xbox for a few minutes before losing all patience and heading downstairs to wait for Hermione on the front steps. He found
the Grangers doing the exact same thing across the street, having received a call from their daughter right after she’d talked with Harry. The
invitation to wait with them on the back patio with a pitcher of pumpkin juice was too tempting to pass up, even with the potential for embarrassing
questions. After securing his Aunt’s begrudged “permission,” Harry crossed the street and had an amazingly relaxed visit with Hermione’s parents,
taking the opportunity to fill them in on the neighbors, the neighborhood, and his life before Hogwarts.

The patio conversation was starting to show inflections of anxiety when, after thirty minutes' time, Hermione still hadn’t appeared. It was terribly
difficult for Harry to maintain his wits; he was still getting used to the idea of Hermione off on her own, without his help and protection. The wonderful
way she’d handled herself with the Aurors had been reassuring, yet he still felt incredibly responsible for her well-being.

The crack of an arrival by apparation was music to their ears, once Harry told Mr. and Mrs. Granger what that sound meant. They were heading
through the house to the street when Steve barreled down the stairs with the news that someone had apparently apparated. A quick call to
Hermione confirmed that she’d made her arrival, and was only a block away from the house. When Harry and the Grangers walked out to the front
curb, they spotted Hermione walking down the street. It was all Harry could do not to charge down the street to snog her senseless.

“Hey, Hermione, how did your ‘errands’ go?” her father asked, once she’d reached the front of Number Five.
“Fine, Dad,” she replied, “back safe and sound.”

“Did you get to see Bill?” Harry asked.

“Yes, Harry. He and Fleur said hello, and thanks for thinking of them.”

“Just Fleur was there?”

“Just Fleur,” the Muggleborn said with a smile. By then they'd all reached the living room, where Harry and the Grangers sat on the couch. Hermione
reached inside her jacket pocket and retrieved the omnioculars and invisibility cloak, which she tossed to Harry.

“Thanks for letting me borrow the cloak,” she said. “Came in real handy when | slipped by the scouts.”
“Hermione!” Harry exclaimed. “You promised that you'd stay safe!”

“l was safe! Tonks had a wand pointed at the two the whole time | was inside.”

“Do | dare ask where inside was?” her mother asked.

“Well,” Hermione said, “l couldn’t resist picking up a few things as long as | was at the house.” She reached into her jacket once more and retrieved
two match-box sized objects that she expanded into two large photo albums.

“Oh Hermione, you shouldn’t have,” her mother said quietly. “You know that your safety was more important than these.” The tears in her eyes,
however, strongly tempered the admonishment.

“Well, with all of the teasing...” Hermione replied. She gave her parents their wedding photo album, then sat on Harry’s lap.

Leaning back, she placed her head on Harry's shoulder, opened the front cover of the second album, and showed him the stillimage of a two-year
old child sitting on the floor, wearing a pink frilly dress and an opened book for a hat.

“Once upon a time,” she said using a storytelling voice, “there was a little girl that didn't know that she was a witch...”

0000000000

That night's dinner conversation focused on two main topics: how silly it had been for Hermione to have snuck into her parent's house to retrieve the
photo albums, and how cute Hermione had been as a child. She was thankful that most of the conversation dwelt on the latter topic. It had only taken
a few paages of photos for Harry to forget how anary he was at the risk she had taken, and instead marvel that Hermione was sharing that part of her



life with him.

When the conversation did drift back to the Granger residence the talk was centered around how the Death Eaters might have found out where
Hermione lived. It wasn't as if there was a directory of witches and wizards, and even if there was it wouldn’'t have included Muggle addresses that
lacked floo connections. And while Harry suspected that Snape had, at some point in time, been part of the Order’s rotation keeping watch over
Number Four, neither he nor Hermione had been aware of any similar protection for her or her parents.

Harry and Hermione started to fret when they realized that the Death Eaters might know not just her home address, but the addresses of other
Muggleborns as well. They decided that Headmistress McGonagall would be the best person to ask about home addresses and who might have
them, but didn’t want to discuss the issue with her over the floo. Harry would have owled, save for the fact that Hedwig still hadn’t returned from her
trip to the Ministry. That, he realized, was a separate problem.

Mr. Granger suggested that they could tell if Muggleborn houses were being watched by ringing them up directly and asking. Harry and Hermione
thought that was a smashing idea, and decided that Dean Thomas would be a good test, until they realized just how many Thomases there were in
the London telephone directory. Mrs. Granger then suggested that Wally and Steve might be able to help, given the fact that they had somehow
figured out how to contact them two weeks past. And so it was that while Roger and Emily stayed on the patio to drink some tea, Harry and
Hermione had a little chat with Wally.

They found him in the kitchen of Number Five.

“Wally,” Harry asked, “l was wondering if you guys could help us find a friend?”

“Sure, | can try, is this person Muggle or magical?"

"Magical,” Hermione replied, “but his parents are card-carrying Muggles and he’s probably staying with them right now.”
“And I'm guessing you'll need more than a phone directory?”

“Probably so.”

“Okay,” Wally said, “hold on while | get my laptop.”

The security man went upstairs and returned a few seconds later with his portable computer.

“It'll just take a few seconds to start up. | was trying to troubleshoot why it wasn’t working across the street.”

“Oh, | could have told you that,” Harry replied. “You had it set up next to an activated magical device.”

Wally thought for a second. “The binoculars?”

Harry nodded as he fished the omnioculars out of his pocket. “Don’t worry,” he said, “They're deactivated right now.”

“I'd like to talk with you about that interference, some time...it might help our security,” said Wally. “And by the way, we call ourselves ‘c-mugs.”
“Huh?”

“Card-carrying Muggles.”

“Oh,” Harry said. “What is it with Muggles and their love of acronyms?”

Wally flashed a smile that would have been emoticon’ed in text. When the image he was waiting for appeared on his monitor he typed a few
keystrokes and moved the arrow around the screen with a trackball at the keyboard’s base. Harry thought Wally's hand movements weren’t any less
intricate than those used to cast an average-level spell, particularly when he quickly keystroked in the answers to his questions.

“Right, then,” Wally began. “Does your friend have a name?”

“‘Dean Thomas.”

“Thomas..Thomas... Thomas. Right. Not on the list. No worries.”

He opened a new window on the screen and did more data entry.

“Do you know his parent's names?”

Harry and Hermione looked at each other then jointly answered “No.”

“Age and birthdate?”

“Erm...same year in school as me, birthday's March the 24th,” Harry replied.
“Do you know roughly where he lives?”

“Pretty sure it's London.”



“Blast it. It would have to be London, wouldn't it....bloody fools couldn't compile records if they collated themselves...so, do you know what part of
London?”

“No.”

“Do you know if his parents both living?”

“Pretty sure that they are.”

“Still living in the same place as when he started at your school?”

“Yeah, | think so.”

After a few more keystrokes Wally looked up at Harry.

“So tell me everything you can remember about his Muggle life.”

“Like what?”

“Anything...brothers and sisters, any schools he talked about, places he visited, names of relatives, old girlfriends...”
“Well, he loves football...still has a West Ham poster above his bed at school.”
“Oh, an East Ender, most likely...that helps. Anything else?”

“Erm, sorry...that's about it.”

Wally's fingers flew over the keyboard he was hunched over as his eyes scanned window after window as they popped up on the screen. Thirty
seconds later, he rolled his shoulders, drew his hands back from the keyboard and sighed. “All that information, and | can’t pin him down,” he said. ‘I
should be embarrassed, even working with such a common name.”

“So,” Hermione said, “it was a little easier to track down a girl named Hermione?”
Wally grinned at her. “Once we figured out how to spell your name, yeah...you were pretty unique.”

Harry wondered how Wally had gotten Hermione’s name in the first place, but held that thought. “Hold on,” he said. “Why are you trying to apologize
for not finding his address, when all we gave you was a name, birth date and favorite football team? Pretty hard on yourself, aren’t you?”

“I need to be, Sir Harry,” Wally said, “if 'm to be of any help to you and to the Crown, right?” Wally hunched back down over the keyboard, looking at
the different windows opened on his laptop’s LCD. “Let me take a look back...you are certain of his birthday?”

“Yes,” replied Harry, “we threw him a party this past spring when he turned seventeen...woke up a bit tender the next morning.”
“And his parents are both living?”

“He’s talked about his mum and dad at school,” Harry said.

“I've met his parents at the train platform,” Hermione added. “Why do you ask?”

“Well,” Wally replied, “there’s a Dean Thomas that looks like a good match, except that he was born Dean Wardlow.”

“Why would that be a good match?” Harry asked.

“Because,” Wally explained, “this boy’s father died when he was only a year old. His surname was changed to Thomas when his mother remarried.”
“Oh,” Harry replied, “he’s never said anything about a stepfather.”

“Maybe he doesn’'t know,” Hermione said.

“Didn’t know that his real father died when he was a baby?” Harry asked, knowing what that might have felt like.

“You never know,” Wally said. “One quick way to find out, though.”

“How is that?” Harry asked.

Wally took his mobile phone out and dialed a number that he read off of his screen. When it began to ring he handed the phone to Harry. When it
was answered, Harry introduced himself and asked for Dean. A few seconds latter, an incredulous Muggleborn began to ask questions.

“Harry?” Dean asked. “Harry Potter ringing me on a Muggle telephone? What's going on?”
“Well, hello, Dean...erm...”

Hermione grabbed the phone from Harry’s hand.



“Hi, Dean, this is Hermione. We’'re just making sure that all of the DA members got back safe from school and that things are alright at your house.’
“Things are fine, here, though they'd be a lot better if the boys were playing better over in Germany...are you and Harry, erm...together right now?”

“Obviously, Dean, since we’re in on the same telephone conversation,” Hermione replied. “Ron and | are staying with Harry at his Aunt and Uncle's
to make sure things are safe for him there.”

“Oh...of course, that makes sense,” Dean replied.

“So Dean, we’re trying to limit communications by owl and floo, for security reasons...is this telephone number going to be a good way to reach
you?”

“Sure,” Dean replied. “I'm amazed you were able to getit, but | guess you are the brightest witch, right?”

“Something like that,” Hermione replied with a smile. “We’ll talk to you soon, Dean.” As she ended the call Harry looked at Hermione closely, trying
to figure out just what his dorm mate had said to make her smile.

Wally had been quietly typing information into the computer screen during the conversation. Harry turned to him and asked, “So, | don’'t know much
about computers....how easy would it be for a Death Eater to do that?”

“It'd be bloody impossible, Sir Harry,” Wally said, “unless he had the same security clearances and the same knowledge of on-line databases that |
have.”

“Don’'t pay any attention to him, Wally,” Hermione said. “Google searching isn’t high on the list of Harry's lovable traits.”
“Hey!” Harry said. “Erm, well, fair enough, so long as there’s plenty of other reasons to love me.”
“Oh, there are, Harry, there are,” Hermione said with a smile. “So Wally, would you mind sharing with us how you worked your on-line magic?”

Wally looked at her and thought for a moment. “I'd love too, but....hold on a minute. Why don’t you guys grab something to drink from the kitchen
and I'll see what I can do?”

The c-mug locked his screen and went upstairs. When he returned to the living room he found Harry and Hermione sipping cold butterbeers.
“I'm impressed,” Harry said, as he raised his bottle in Wally’s direction. “Who’s your supplier?”
“The Palace sent over a case this morning,” Wally replied. “They have a few connections.”

“I'm beginning to appreciate that fact,” Hermione said. “So what did you find out?”

Wally grinned sheepishly. “I found out that when it comes to magical issues you have higher security clearances than | do. Who would’ve known?”
“Erm, certainly not us,” Hermione replied. “That’s wild...| wonder why ever that is?”

“Perhaps it comes with the badge and hood?” Harry asked.

“Maybe,” Wally replied. “What it certainly does mean, though, is that | can tell you exactly how | found your friend’s potential home address.”

“You were cross-referencing existing electronic databases?” Hermione asked.

“Yes,” Wally said. “Although truth be told, | was working primarily with a highly classified database we just finished compiling a couple of months

ago.
“So what does this classified database identify?” Hermione asked.

“Muggleborn students at Hogwarts.”

“Excuse me?” Harry asked. “You've figured out a way of identifying magical children?”

“No,” said Wally, “just those who lived in Muggle society at some point in time, so no purebloods.”
“How did you figure out how to identify Muggleborns?” Hermione asked.

“Well,” Wally replied, “it all started with Sir Harry.”

“And exactly how did | start you off?”

“We reverse engineered you.”

“You did what to me?” Harry asked.

“We used you as a confirmed data point, Sir Harry, and worked our way backwards to find out how we might identify you and others like you with
the information at hand.”



“And when did you find out about me...that | was a wizard?” Harry asked.

“Last August, in a meeting with our P.M., your former Minister of Magic...Fudge, right?...anyway, he told our Prime Minister about a 'boy-who-lived'.”
“Merlin, no,” Harry replied. “I'm never going to live down that nickname, am [?”
“Go on, please,” Hermione asked.

“Right then,” Wally replied. “In this meeting, your Minister talked about the battle against Mr. You-know-who and his Death Eaters, and the role that
Sir Harry has in that battle. Well, the P.M. decided that our government should learn everything we could about this Harry Potter person.”

“Why would your Minister want to know about me?” Harry asked.

“I've never been told explicitly,” Wally said, “but | suspect that our government was keen on finding you, so that we could offer our assistance.”
“And just why would the Muggle government want to help me?” Harry asked.

“Because Muggles are dying in your war, Sir Harry, and should, Heaven and Merlin forbid, the dark side prevail, many more Muggles will die.”
“Oh,” Harry said quietly. “That makes sense, I guess.”

“So what governmental databases did Harry turn up on?”

“Quite a few, actually,” Wally replied. “The most telling one was the list of children under guardianship due to deceased parents. You, Sir Harry, are
the only Harry Potter on that list plus or minus three year's age.”

“Fudge told your P.M. that my parents were killed?”

“Erm, yes, | guess so,” Wally replied. “We didn’t have a transcript to work off of...just got a summary based on what the Prime Minister could recall
once he had the courage to admit to our Director General that he’d been visited by wizards.”

“So what else did you figure out about me?” Harry asked.

“Well, from the guardianship records we learned that your parents were both killed on the same day when you were a baby, that you were being
raised by your Muggle aunt and uncle, and that you left the public school system at age eleven but still had residence in Surrey. That's actually far
more then we needed, of course, but the extra information did provide some nice confirmation.”

“So you found Harry...how did you extrapolate from him to other Hogwarts students?” Hermione asked.

“Ah, there’s the deductive reasoning part.” Wally said. “Harry left the school system at age eleven to attend Hogwarts, and he didn’t take any
GCSE'’s. So we compiled a list of all the students that were enrolled in community schools at some point over the past twenty years, but didn't sit for
those examinations.”

“GCSE’s...those are the Muggle versions of our O.W.L’s right?” Harry asked.
“Pretty much,” Hermione confirmed.
“Why was sitting for these examinations important?” Harry asked.

“Because,” said Hermione, “there are quite a few students who first attend local primary schools, then public secondary schools. But unlike
Hogwarts students, almost all of these public school students still sit for the GCSE’s, right?”

“Correct, Dame Hermione,” Wally said. “Even home-schooled Muggle children sit for the exams. And since school attendance is compulsory until
age 16, we reasoned that the only students that left a Muggle school at age eleven and didn’'t take GCSEs were those that moved out of the
country, or died. And that information is compiled in databases as well. It wasn’t a perfect screening process; mind you; we got false positives for
students at a few public schools that use the IB examination program, and those that attended boarding schools outside of Britain.”

“That’s the excuse my parents used!” said Hermione.
“Yes, we’ve runinto that a fair bit. But the c-mugs in our group were able to validate the model using their magical sibling’s names.”
“Not to be rude, or anything,” Harry asked, “but why was it so important for you to identify Muggleborn students at Hogwarts?”

“Because we have reason to believe that they and their families are at greatest risk for any non-random attack by the Death Eaters,” replied Wally.
“Should the worst occur, we have contingency plans in place to relocate any who are willing to locations outside of the country.”

“Wow,” Harry wisecracked, “a government that is actually trying to protect its citizenry. What a novel idea.”

Hermione’s eyes brightened as she raised her eyebrows a bit and leaned forward. “So why don’'t you back up a bit, now and tell us more about that
list you first mentioned.”

“Oh,” said Wally, “that’s just our list of all known wizards and witches, including the Hogwarts students.”

“You've got a list of known wizards?” Harry said excitedly. “How in Merlin’s name did you compile that list, and how many names are on it?”



“Well, to answer the second question first, we've got...” Brian scrolled down to the end of a screen window. “Five-hundred forty-seven, of which
three-hundred eight are confirmed. Tip of the iceberg, for sure, but one does have to start someplace.”

“Well how long have you been looking?” Harry asked.

“About nine months,” Wally said. “Your name was first on the list, once we got it from the P.M.”
“And who are ‘we’, Wally?” Hermione asked. "You said something about 'our' Direct General."
“Erm, let’s just say a very select group within Her Majesty’'s Secret Service.”

“So that means that you're more than just a Palace security person, doesn’t it?”

“Yes, Dame Hermione, it does.”

“And Steve, and Brian as well?”

“Yes,” Wally replied.

“You mean that you're all spies?” Harry asked with concern.

“No, Sir Harry, it does not,” Wally replied. “We gather information on magical threats to our country and its citizens.”
“So you belong to MI-5, the Security Service?” Hermione guessed.

“Not quite, Dame Hermione,” Wally said. “Our small group worries about both internal and external magical threats, so it includes people from both
MI-5 and MI-6, the Secret Intelligence Service.”

Hermione let out a small laugh. “Don’t tell me...you officially don’t exist, but your work involves magic and holds jurisdiction that is between that of
MI-5 and MI6. So logically, if anyone in your group has a sense of humor, you would have called yourselves...”

“We do.” Wally interrupted with a smile.

“You do what?” Harry asked.

“Have a rather twisted sense of humor.”

“Oh,” Harry said. “So who exactly do you work for?”
Hermione answered for the Muggle secret agent.
“Wally works for MI-5 %..”
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The next morning found Harry and Hermione both thinking about the previous night, and their first quarrel as a semi-official couple (over Wally's
revelations about just how much the Muggle government knew about the wizarding world).

The list of identified Muggleborn Hogwarts students that they'd been shown was disturbingly accurate, save for the omission of those born and
raised in the Irish Republic. Wally was pleasantly surprised when Harry told him this; MI-5 % hadn’t realized that Hogwarts drew students from
beyond the borders of the United Kingdom. He had, in fact, been poised to confirm Wally’s list right then and there before Hermione stopped him.

Later that night she laced into Harry for his willingness to divulge wizarding world secrets to Wally and the Muggle government that he worked for.
Hermione reminded Harry about his obligation not to reveal, to the extent practicable, any information about the magical realm to Muggles. When
Harry responded with disparaging comments about the wizard governments that enforced these non-disclosure laws, she reminded him that
running afoul of the Ministry put him at risk for sanctions and/or jail time in Azkaban that would hamper his horcrux hunt.

The one good thing that came out of that discussion was their willingness to find common ground. Harry had seen Ron and Hermione have similar

arguments many times before, but they rarely were able reach consensus. But last night, Harry had been willing to accept that he’d been a little too
loose with information, and Hermione was willing to accept the idea that there were extenuating circumstances that clouded what would otherwise

have been a black and white issue (like the fact that without Wally's list there wouldn’t have been the surveillance in place to warn her parents away
from their house). They finally resolved to obtain some wizarding world legal advice from someone they could trust.

Wally had provided them with the list of suspected Hogwarts students, and they’'d spent a good deal of time figuring out how to enter the contact
information onto the laptop computer that had been included in Harry’s refurbished bedroom. While they'd been encouraged by the fact that Dean
Thomas’s house hadn’t been hit by Death Eaters, they wanted to confirm that observation with the other Muggleborns. By the time they decided to
call it a night neither was much in the mood to deal with the possibilities afforded by unchaperoned adjacent bedrooms; that would have brought on
an entirely new discussion and some probing self-evaluation. So they parted not that much differently than if Ron or her parents were right there with
them - a hug and quick peck on the lips before retiring to their separate rooms.

It had been too late to contact the other students to confirm their phone numbers and addresses the night previous, so Harry and Hermione were
now calling on some of their classmates as they waited for Ron to return from the bank. In doing so they spread word of the Death Eater sightings



at Hermione’s house, and gathered additional contact information. As Hermione had pointed out, it was unlikely that the Ministry of Magic was
currently monitoring instant messaging or e-mail traffic.

Ron returned to Privet Drive much sooner than expected. The trip to Gringott's had been very short; the goblins had ratcheted their security
procedures up to 11 on a scale of 10. Only the vault owners were allowed access, even if they’'d authorized another person to use their key. Had
Harry shown up in person there still would have been a day-long queue to get though their verifications. When Harry observed that he would have to
make a trip himself, Ron told him that the goblin they had spoken with was most apologetic, and seemed to understand why Harry couldn’t be there.
Arrangements had therefore been made for Harry to meet with a Gringott’s representative at a Muggle bank in The City the following morning. Harry
wondered just how the goblins would swing that one off once Ron confirmed that his brother was the only human that worked directly for Gringott's.

They ended their conversation just as the doorbell rang. The man at the door introduced himself as Robert Baxter, and while his business card
read “Royal Historian,” his laminated identification card credentialed him as a member of MI-5.

Harry showed him into the kitchen, where Brian had a fresh pot of coffee waiting. The historian stated that the Prince had asked him to visit Privet
Drive and answer any questions they might have about the extent of Muggle knowledge of the wizarding world.

Ron looked rather skeptical. “I didn’t know Muggles knew anything about the wizarding world.”

“Mr. Weasley,” Baxter replied, “royal families have long been aware the world of magic, and for good reason.”
Harry asked a more probing question. “So who do you work for...the Prince, or for M5 %47?”

“Both, actually,” the historian replied.

“Well can you explain something then?” Harry asked. “When | talked with the Prince he made it sound like he was operating independently of the
Prime Minister’s office...and that he knew much more than the P.M did about the wizarding world. Yet now we’re being told that the P.M. created
MI-5 % and has been getting information independent of the Royal household. And we’ve got people like yourself that say they work for both...so
what's going on?”

The historian looked at Harry appraisingly. “It is a rather complicated situation,” he finally admitted. “The Royal household has always been aware of
the wizarding world, to some extent. In contrast, up until the past year the civilian Muggle government knew very little about the wizarding world. That
all changed when your Minister of Magic told our P.M. about your troubles; there has been a massive ramp-up in information gathering by the
civilian government since that time, led by MI-5 %. This effort necessarily involved the recruiting of new agents, and focus was made on enlisting the
help of c-mugs and others already aware of the wizarding world. Brian Willox and | were part of that first recruitment class. But since we kept our
jobs with the Royal Household, we’re currently working undercover, so to speak.

“So the Royal Household doesn’'t know about MI-5 %4?” Hermione asked.

“No,” Baxter replied, “well, to be precise, not the Prince or the Queen. And the Prime Minister, in turn, doesn’t know that the Royal family knows
about the wizarding world.”

“Why all the secrecy?” Harry asked.
“Plausible deniability,” the historian replied.
“Plausible what?” Ron asked.

“Plausible deniability,” Hermione explained, “is when people that work for a political leader keep sensitive information from him or her, so that the
leader can truthfully deny any knowledge of that information if things go wrong.”

“Well put, Dame Hermione,” Baxter said, “although in this case the knowledge is withheld so as to protect it.”
“What,” Harry asked, “you can’t trust the Royals or P.M.?”

“On the contrary, Sir Harry,” Baxter replied. “It's that we don'’t trust their occlumency skills. Since they come in contact with wizards as part of their
duties, it's important that their knowledge of the wizarding world be kept to more or less what the wizards think they should know. And it's all the
more important for the P.M to keep clear of our work, given the fact that he’s got one of your wizard policemen sitting outside his office door.”

“An Auror working at Number 10?” Harry marveled. “Wonder if Tonks knows who that is.”

“Speaking of withholding knowledge, Sir Harry ,” Hermione chided. The historian chuckled as she turned towards him. “No offense, Mr. Baxter.”
“None taken,” he replied. “I rather like the current contents of my brain, and don’t fancy the thought of it getting erased.”

“Then perhaps we should focus on what you already know about wizards and Muggles.”

“A captial idea,” the historian replied. “Perhaps you can tell me how much history they teach at Hogwarts?”

Hermione was fairly forthcoming. “Every Hogwarts student studies the history of our school, and that necessarily spills over into more general
wizard world history. But while I've always been fascinated by the subject,” she continued, making a pointed glance towards Ron and Harry, “some
others find it hard to apply themselves.”

Ron smirked, “Well, Hermione, you have to admit that the instructor wasn’t the /iveliest on staff."



“Ah, I see,” said the historian, “and how much do you know about the history of Great Britain, or the Muggle world in general?”

“There is a Muggle studies class, but from what | hear the textbooks are more than a century old ,” replied Harry. “Hermione and | attended Muggle
primary schools, so | guess we know the basics.”

Harry was amazed to see Hermione shake her head in agreement. An admission that she had only a rudimentary understanding of anything under
the sun was a rare event.

The historian nodded, and began his story with the days of Camelot, when the realms of magic and monarchy openly coexisted.

Merlin served as King Arthur’s closest advisor and sat at the Round Table amongst other wizards, knights and paladins. Subsequent kings and
queens had a Royal Wizard on staff to advise them as well. This situation wasn’t unique to England; kings and queens on the Continent had their
own wizards as well. As a result, when one king warred with another, the wizards on each side joined the battle.

He then jumped a few centuries to 1066, when William the Conqueror and the Normans invaded England. The Normans brought their wizards with
them, and they fought the English wizards in a battle separate from the defeat at the Battle of Hastings. The historian noted that in contrast to the
Muggle armies, the English wizards actually defeated their Norman counterparts, under the inspired leadership of the King’s Wizard Gryffindor.

“So Godric Gryffindor was the English King’s wizard?” Hermione asked. “That's not something that’s well known in our world.”

“Wait a minute,” Ron said, as he worked out the math. “lsn't Hogwarts supposed to be more than a thousand years old? Godric would have had to
been at least 150 years old by 1066.”

“Ron,” Hermione said, “maybe you want to recall how old our last Headmaster was?”

“Oh yeah,” he replied. “Never mind.”

“Now when the Norman King William took control of England,” Baxter continued, “he demanded that Lord Gryffindor swear fealty to him. But
Gryffindor was tired of battle, and tired of being intertwined in Muggle politics. And so he quite simply vanished, and took the wizarding world with
him.”

“He went back to Hogwarts,” said Harry. “That makes sense, since it is in Scotland, which wasn’'t under Norman rule at the time, right?”

“Correct, Sir Harry,” the historian said. “Legend has it that he had joined forces with the great wizards of Wales, Ireland and Scotland and formed a
magical United Kingdom long before the Muggle version came into being.”

“So the other founders were also king’s wizards?” Hermione asked.
“That, Dame Hermione,” he replied, “we do not know.”

Ron looked at Hermione and Harry with no small amount of confusion over why the historian was calling her “Damn Hermione.” Harry looked at Ron,
and acknowledged his confusion with the one word promise of “Later.”

“So,” the historian continued, “wizards and witches have lived amongst us but apart from us for the past thousand years. Given things like the
Spanish Inquisition, | can’t say | blame them. But there have been times when our worlds have collided, or at least overlapped a bit more than either
side might have liked. There has therefore always been a need to keep Muggle leaders in the know about the wizarding world. These days, itis
your Minister of Magic and our Prime Minister that meet from time to time, but back in the old days, when the monarchy had a bit more power than it
now enjoys, it was the Queens or Kings of England and Scotland that were kept in the loop.”

“Interesting,” Hermione said. “But why does the Queen’s family still know about the wizarding world now that they don’t actually run the government?”

The historian smiled and gave a partial answer. Given the frequency of changes in Muggle civilian government, there were probably advantages in
maintaining long-term contact with the Royal family. He also noted that since members of the Royal family almost always married members of other
European royal families, that there weren't that many people that had to be trusted with the truth.

The next hour was spent talking about intertwined histories since Godric’s time, and the interactions between wizards and kings over the centuries.
The three teens were shocked to learn that some prominent wizarding families had rather close relationships with the Crown before the division
between the two worlds was made permanent by a secret treaty. Before he left, Baxter gave Hermione a DVD that contained scanned images of a
few centuries-old historical texts that could provide additional information.

Ron's questions started in not five seconds after the historian had left.

“Right then,” he began, “Who is this Prince that you were talking about, why was that guy calling you Sir Harry and Dame Hermione, and when did
you plan on telling me that there were Muggles that aren't as stupid as they're made out to be?”

“Oh Ron, you are....you want to talk about stupidity?” Hermione asked. “How long did you stand in front of the toilet the other night waiting for the
seat to magically pop up for you?”

“Oy, Muggles do nearly everything different...how do you expect me to absorb it all at once...I'm not some bloody sponge, after all.”

“That might be her point,” Harry tried to gently interject. “We did tell you about the Prince the other night, just not by name...we thought, particularly
after your rough time getting here, that it'd be best if you eased into your new world.”



“Would've been nice if you'd given me the choice,” Ron said.

“Yeah, well, it wasn't like we got to pick and choose how we learned about the magical world, was it?” Harry replied. “Look, mate, all of this came
out of the blue, what...three days ago now? Hermione and | are still trying to sort most of it out ourselves.”

“Fine,” Ron muttered. “So now's your chance to bring me up to speed.”

Harry and Hermione then proceeded to fillin some of the gaps to the story Ron had been told two nights previous. They explained their knighthoods
as ceremonial recognitions...the equivalent of being awarded the Order of Merlin, First Class, and conveyed to Ron the Queen's message about
his involvement within the Order of Arthur.

They then backed that message up by giving him his own Order of Arthur badge.

Ron's fears about being excluded from Harry and Hermione's activities were placated by their explanations, and by reassurances that neither of
them planned on pretentiously throwing their titles around any time soon. Somewhat surprisingly, he spent more time dwelling over the fact that he'd
distinguished himself in a way that none of his brothers had before. He also worried about them accepting too much help and becoming too
dependent on Muggles. Harry suggested that if Ron wanted to start down that path that he would return the telly and videogames.

Ron thought that a tad extreme.
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A flustered familiar joined the Trio after lunch, bearing a letter for Harry and a thick envelope for Hermione. After giving Hedgwig some much-
needed attention, Harry opened his letter:

Dear Mr. Potter,

Please forgive the unfortunate delay in your owl's return from the Ministry. My investigation has revealed that your name and address was placed on
a Level lllwatch list just prior to her arrival here early Saturday morning - the work of someone from the Minister's office, apparently. All letters and
packages sent to the Ministry by persons on this watch list are considered high risk for hexes and/or curses, and standard procedures for handling
this type of post include owl isolation and containment within a high-security stasis field until the safety of their delivery can be determined. Current
backlog for this type of post is about three weeks.

Placing your name on this list (which includes, by the way, Tom Riddle, Severus Snape and Lucious Malfoy) ensured that any reply that you
provided to Umbridge's letter Friday night would not have been received and read. Which was entirely the point, | imagine. Rest assured that your
owl was unharmed by the stasis field.

I wish | could say that the person who did this would be held accountable, or that | have the power to immediately remove your name from this watch
list, but I can not. Your owl now knows a reliable alternative delivery address, should you or anyone that you trust care to contact me directly. Since
all of your owl post communication is subject to isolation, please feel free to route posts addressed to other ministry addresses through me; | will
see that they are delivered without delay.

Again, my apologies to you and to your familiar.

Gawain Robards, Head
Auror Division, Magical Law Enforcement Office
Ministry of Magic

Harry traded letters with Hermione. Her package, also from the Head Auror, included the incident report that she'd been promised. The
investigation had confirmed their version of events last Friday, and that the disciplinary action promised that night had, in fact, been metered out.
The Head Auror also indicated that plans were in place to arrest the two Death Eater look-outs on her parents's doorstep. He asked that they allow
the MLE to handle the situation from here on out, and expressed his hope that Harry, Hermione and her parents would trust his department to
perform better than they had at Number Four. As an aside, he also stated that the MLE had placed a rather large requisition with the Weasley
Twins for their after-market omnioculars.

Harry asked Hermione what she thought about letting the Aurors handle that operation. She said that she would have to check with her parents, but
that she was inclined to let it go - the three of them certainly had more pressing issues to attend to. Still, she made a note to track down Tonks to
find out when the arrests were to be performed.

Later that afternoon the three decided to undertake a fitness regimen, and ran a few laps around the neighborhood. None of them handled the
exercise pain-free, and Ron had a rather difficult time keeping up with Hermione's pace. They squabbled most of the distance, to the point where
Harry suggested that they might need a neutral third party to lead their workouts. Mr. Granger, who found them on the front lawn winded and aching
after their run, thought that was an excellent idea, and promised to make arrangements for some coaching.
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It was movie night at the Granger's.
Well, actually it was at Number Five, and it was the Granger residence that they were actually watching, but there was popcorn, at least.

A quick chat with Tonks had confirmed that the Auror's operation was planned for that night, and the Trio had decided to honor Auror Robard's
request to stay away from the area. Hermione's parents had suggested a movie, so after dinner (and with Petunia's permission, of course) the Trio



had crossed the street and were finally given a full tour of Number Five.

They hadn't been shown the upstairs bedrooms before, and when they were led into the largest bedroom they understood why Wally had asked
them to check their wands at the door. The room had been transformed into a command and control center/surveillance post, with banks of flat-
panel screens displaying live video feeds from not only Harry's neighborhood, but within Number Four itself. Wally had three of the largest monitors
set up side-by-side on a table pushed up against the wall, and once they were shown in he switched the video feeds so that the left monitor showed
the two Death Eaters standing on the street corner down from the Granger's house and the right monitor showed a wide angle view of their entire
street. With little activity shown on either screen Wally popped a DVD into the desktop computer that sat beneath the central monitor.

There wasn't much room to sit in front of the screen...a couch and two sturdy chairs. Wally and Steve sat in the chairs, while Mr. and Mrs. Granger
sat on the couch. At their insistence (and to her father's great amusement) Hermione and Harry gave Ron the other spot on the couch. That left
Harry and Hermione sitting on the floor together, in front of her parents.

Given Wally's sense of humor (and personal preferences), Hermione wasn't at all surprised by the cinematic selection.

“Friend of Dorothy's, eh Wally?” she asked.

Wally laughed. “A flaming fan,” he replied. “Watch it, though, or Il ask Harry in front of your parents whether you are a good witch, or a bad witch.”
“Oy, quiet down,” Ron said in between handfuls of popcorn. “l want to hear those munch-people sing.”

Dorothy and company had made just made it to the Emerald City when Steve jumped up to the table, minimized the movie's window, and opened
up a new feed. When Harry looked at the right monitor he understood why.

A black sedan had pulled into the Granger residence's drive.

The new video image that Steve had opened was from inside the Granger's house. Wally had already repositioned himself in front of a separate
computer, and was typing at a furious pace. Ten seconds later, an emerald-tinted image appeared on a monitor directly above the center screen.

“High altitude infra-red,” Wally said simply.

“You've got a spy satellite taking pictures of our house?” Emily Granger asked incredulously.

Wally shook his head. “Unmanned aircraft,” he replied. “Our spy satellite passed over a couple of hours ago...it can’t hover over a target like this.”
Hermione looked at Wally in wonder. So did Ron, although his was wonder “l wonder what in Merlin's name he's talking about?”

They all watched as a young woman that looked remarkably like Hermione and a man and woman got out of the car and walked inside the house.
“Tonks,” Harry said in recognition.

Once inside Tonks and her Auror pretend parents shed their Muggle jackets, drew their wands, and took up a defensive position around a shoe
that one of them had taken out of a coat pocket. Moments later, the two Death Eaters crossed the street and approached the Granger residence. A
large crack was heard from the inside feed just before the screen went black. Harry looked up and counted eight newly formed black spots within
the infrared screen that were within the Granger residence footprint. Then, almost as suddenly, a large black spot that included the entire Granger
property appeared on the satellite feed.

“They used magic of some sort,” Wally said. “That black spot is magical interference with the infrared waves, and something fried the camera
inside the house.”

“A group must have apparated inside the house just before an anti-apparition ward was established,” Harry reasoned.
“But were they good guys or bad guys, and who set the ward?” Ron asked.

“Good or Bad...can't tell based on their infrared profiles,” Wally replied.

“Oh, I hope that Tonks isn't trapped,” Emily Granger exclaimed.

“They're fine, | bet,” Hermione said. “that shoe was most likely a portkey.”

Sure enough, just as the left monitor went to black the long-range street view on the right-side monitor showed three figures appearing across the
street holding a shoe in their hand. They dropped the shoe and immediately fired spells towards the two Death Eaters on the Granger's doorstep.
The next thing they knew, there was an even larger black spot centered on the infrared view of the house.

“So,” Ron decided, “the Aurors just overlapped their own anti-ap ward on top of the Death Eater's...and now that Tonks is out it is just Death Eaters
that are trapped inside.”

“Smooth,” commented Steve.

Perhaps realizing their predicament, the Death Eaters blasted a huge hole out of the back of the house and tried to fight their way out. Several
Aurors, however, were able to cut them down easily from well-fortified and hidden locations around the house perimeter.

The fight lasted all of three minutes. In the end, two Aurors were down and being tended to while all of the Death Eaters were immobilized, bound,



and spirited away. A second group of Aurors appeared on site; one group ran into the house while the second fanned out and established Muggle-
repelling wards as they looked for Muggles to obliviate. Not five minutes later, the men that had been inside the house reappeared with bags over
their shoulders and then disappeared once they'd cleared the wards. The Aurors that had been covering this movement themselves disappeared,
until only the Obliviators were left. Two started to mend the gaping hole in the house wall, while the others stood guard. Once repairs were
complete, someone canceled the wards and then they themselves disappeared.

Ten minutes, two casualties, ten Death Eaters in custody. It seemed like a good day's work, even to Harry.

Chapter 8 — Clan Chief’'s Consort
Tuesday, June 5, London

The following morning’s trip to the bank provided Harry, Hermione and Ron with an opportunity to plot and strategize from the backseat of the
Bentley.

They started with a discussion on the previous night's battle between Aurors and Death Eaters. Tonks had visited Privet Drive about an hour after
the attack; having decided it best to stay silent on Muggle surveillance capabilities, they had to feign ignorance of the operation and its results. She
did have some information that they hadn’t gleaned from the video feeds. It turned out that Death Eater assault on the Granger household had been
something of a father/son affair, with Crabbe, Goyle and their fathers comprising half of the raiding party. While the interrogations hadn’t yet been
completed, Harry and Ron were quite certain what the two Slytherin students would have done to Hermione had they been successful in capturing
her and their parents. Hermione seemed rather calm over that point, commenting that it was too bad that the Malfoys hadn’'t been there as well.

Tonks had informed them that the Aurors that had entered the house immediately after the battle were a moving company of sorts; they'd shrunk
and lightened as much of the furniture, wardrobes and other household items as they could in the time available and hauled it away in large bags.
Not knowing where Hermione's parents were now staying, the Auror Department was storing what they'd recovered until she could provide a
delivery address. Tonks agreed with Hermione and Harry when they decided it best if the Granger’s location was kept from the Ministry — there was
no way to know who might pass that information along to the wrong people.

Wally had spent a bit of time right after the battle digitally manipulating and enhancing the images of both the Aurors and the Death Eaters. The
three had been amazed at how well the computer software was able to create headshots of the wizards, both good and bad. They had been even
more amazed when Wally then matched the mugshots against those stored in his database. It turned out that three of the Death Eaters had profiles
that matched those taken by CCTV security videos and other recording devices present during previous attacks on Muggles. Wally also identified
four of the Aurors involved in the attack as having been present at King’s Cross the previous Friday. He laughed when Ron had asked how they’'d
manage to take pictures at the train station; the Ministry of Magic’s request for the Muggles to close off the entrance to Platform 9 % to outside eyes
all but announced the fact that there’d be a high proportion of wizards and witches amongst the faces captured by the Station’s security cameras.

The fact that they'd been allowed to see Wally work his computer magic was something they all had noted. Ron’s suggestion that the Muggle
security men had been too dense to realize what they were revealing was shot down fairly quickly by Hermione. She said it was much more likely
that MI-5 3% wanted the Trio to know what they were capable of doing, and what they knew of the magical world. Whether this was to advertise how
they might help the Trio, or assure them that the knowledge was gained independently of anything the three might have let slip, was unknown.

Hermione stated that the Muggle video images might have helped them more than Wally might have imagined. She reviewed what they saw on the
video feed provided by the high-altitude drone-mounted camera, and did a backseat physics lesson on electro-magnetic radiation (her knowledge
bolstered by a quick read of one of Dudley’s unused textbooks the night before). She expected Ron to have been completely befuddled by the
notion that heat was related to colors, and that Muggle technology existed that could translate infrared radiation into something within the visible
spectrum. He displayed, however, a surprisingly good level of understanding that (much to Hermione’s chagrin) he attributed to his time spent on
the Xbox (specifically, the night vision goggles used by his terrorist-hunting SAS alter ego).

The fact that anti-apparition wards had created dark spots on the infrared image was most intriguing to Hermione, and something she (rather
sheepishly) noted she didn't fully understand. it might have been that the magic within the ward had disrupted the ability of the satellite to image that
portion of its field of view. But if the attack had been in day time, they should have been able to see “through” the magic, given the fact that anti-
apparition wards are transparent within the visible range of light.

Hermione then described a possible scenario that left Ron and Harry rather dumbstruck. If anti-apparition wards consistently created black circles
on infrared satellite images, then the Muggle government, if it chose to, might be able to identify the exact location of every single magical structure
or area protected by those kinds of wards. Harry was quick to catch on how that could help them find Voldemort (anti apparition wards set up at the
Riddle mansion, perhaps?), but he voiced that idea just as they pulled up to their meeting location, so the point was left for later.

They'd been told to travel to Prescott’s, which was one of the older and more reputable banks in Britain. Brian babysat Petunia in the car while the
three teens walked up the wide marble stairs and into the sturdy, stone-walled building. As instructed, they told a receptionist that they had a
meeting with a Mr. Nigel Nilbog; the Trio was promptly led by a guard towards an elevator bank.

After a short trip several floors downwards they were shown to a rather austere conference room and introduced to a Mr. Jenkins, whose business
card indicated was the Bank’s president. Mr. Jenkins showed them a side table with tea and coffee service; they'd just returned to their seats when
a rather small door opened from the wall opposite and Headmistress McGonagall entered the room, followed by three goblins. They'd half-
expected to see the Headmistress; Tonks had conveyed for them word of the meeting time and place (although they imagined she would have met
them on their side of that door). Harry recognized one of the goblins as Griphook, who’d taken him on his very first roller-coaster ride to his



Gringott’s vault. His eyes went wide when they were introduced to the other two goblins; Griphook was accompanied by no less than Ragnok,
Goblin Clan Chief, and Earchewer, his Clan Champion.

Given the amount of material covered, the first part of their meeting went surprisingly fast. The human bank president did most of the talking,
explaining that Prescott's had been a goblin-owned Muggle bank for over two centuries (the Trio didn’'t bother asking him for his Muggle
identification card, considering the fact that he didn’'t bat an eye when the goblins showed up as proof enough). The bank was the main conduit for
money exchanges between pounds sterling and galleons; whether they knew it or not, most Gringott’s patrons also had accounts at Prescott’s.
Griphook then passed out six rather thick portfolios; four to Harry, and one each to Ron and Hermione. Each portfolio contained an inventory of a
vault, any associated Muggle bank accounts, and investments both (Muggle and wizard-related).

Ron and Hermione were rather shocked when they looked at their individual net worths. Griphook explained that their vault contents reflected the
disposition of Albus Dumbledore’s estate. Their former Headmaster had, as a result of his partnership with Nicolas Flamel and other shrewd
investments, been one of the richest wizards in Britain. Not wishing that the use of Harry’'s money (or their willingness to accept it) become anissue
for either Ron or Hermione, Albus had bequeathed to each of them the sum of one hundred thousand galleons, as well as a few personal
mementos; Hermione had been given all of Dumbledore’s books, research notes and journals, while Ron had been given the former Headmaster's
entire collection of chocolate frog cards. Each, of course, thought themselves the richer.

As might be expected, Harry's finances were a little more complex. Each of the four portfolios was associated with a specific vault within Gringott's.
The first covered the vault he’d had access to since his First Year at Hogwarts; Harry was rather surprised to see just how much money was within
it. Griphook noted that the balance reflected not just the remainder of the “school” money left by his parents, but the money that had been
bequeathed by Sirius. All of those funds were available for his immediate use. The second portfolio described the contents of the Potter family
vault, which he’d gain access to upon his seventeenth birthday. The vault contained not only a large amount of gold, but two pages worth of itemized
magical items, which McGonagall explained were either Potter family heirlooms or the salvageable contents from their house at Godric’s Hollow.
The Headmistress then added that while Dumbledore hadn't left Harry any money, he had been bequeathed the pensieve, as well as all of the
Headmaster’s bottled memories. She passed them to Harry in two small boxes, which he handled as if they were the most priceless artifacts
imaginable.

When Harry opened the third and forth portfolios he found single pieces of parchment within each that didn’t provide an inventory, but rather noted
that Harry held a disputed or unresolved interest in the vault contents. One was associated with the Black family estate; apparently there were
investments and other financial holdings that weren’t directly owned by Sirius, but rather, by the Estate. While Sirius had been the last Black by
name, there were still a few surviving members of the Black family through maternal bloodlines (including, McGonagall noted, Nymphadora Tonks
and Draco Malfoy), and the disposition of this portion of the Black family fortune was currently under review by the Wizengamot. A resolution was
expected sometime in the next decade.

Harry found the last portfolio by far the most interesting and terrifying; the vault was described as belonging to Lord Gryffindor. When he asked the
goblins how they knew he might have an interest in Godric Gryffindor's estate, Griphook smiled, and suggested the sword that Harry had stashed in
his rucksack was proof enough.

The Headmistress then identified a final sum to be under Harry's limited control. Dumbledore had specified that the bulk of his estate (more than
thirty million galleons) be placed in a trust for the defense and support of Hogwarts. The trust, which had been established prior to his death,
identified Harry as its executor, with the power to spend any or all of the funds for that purpose.

When Hermione asked about establishing pound sterling accounts at Prescott’s, the bank president handed each of them an envelope that
contained account information and debit cards, which they could use to draw against their accounts. Griphook further explained that each of the
portfolios were charmed to facilitate transfers between their Prescott and Gringott accounts; they merely needed to touch their balance sheets with
their wands and drag numbers from one account to the other. Similarly, their wands could be used to write down a new location on the ledger, and
funds (or items) could be dragged with their wands from their vault to that spot. If that new location was, for example, their residence, said cash (or
item) would be delivered directly to them.

Harry, who was looking over the inventory of his personal vault, asked if he could do a test run. The Headmistress objected to his underage wand
use, which made the goblins all laugh; the use of their magical items was untraceable by any Ministry magic. Harry then used his wand to write
“Number Four, Privet Drive, Little Whinging” on his balance sheet, and dragged a single item from his vault to that written address.
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Muggle Summer, Wizard's Fall
Knight Protectors of the Realm, Part 2 (part 2)

At that point Clan Chief Ragnok spoke his first words of the meeting, stating that with the financial issues dealt with that it was time for important
issues to be discussed.

“Issues more important than finances?” Harry asked with a slight grin.
“Indeed,” Ragnok replied. “We wish to speak with you alone, Harry Potter.”

The bank president was already gathering his things, and the Headmistress stood and asked if he would show her to a secure apparition point.
Harry, however, blanched at the idea of asking Ron and Hermione to leave.

“l do not wish to offend, Clan Chief Ragnok,” he replied, “but you should know that anything you say to me in private | would share with them later. |
trust them with my life.”

“Then they are of your Clan?” Ragnok asked.

Harry turned towards Ron and Hermione and got the answer he was looking for just from their eyes. “Yes,” he said, “Ron is my champion, while
Hermione is, erm...”

“lam Clan Chief Potter's Consort,” Hermione said with authority.

That comment earned her some sharp glances and intakes of breath from both Ron and the Headmistress (who had almost been out the door).
From Harry she got eyes full of wonder and breath that was a tad ragged.

“Hell of a way for Ron to find out,” Harry thought to himself.

“Very well, then, Clan Chief Potter,” Ragnok replied. Once the bank manager and Headmistress had left, he added, “l wish to speak with you of
alliances and the future of our Clans.”

“lwould be honored to hear your thoughts on these matters, Clan Chief Ragnok.,” Harry replied, with all of the diplomacy he could muster.

“As you are no doubt aware,” Ragnok began, “your champion’s older brother has spent a fair bit of time trying to convince me to side with those
who fight Voldemort. It is only because Bill Weasley has been such a trustworthy Gringott's employee, and that he spoke on behalf of Albus
Dumbledore, that he didn't suffer the fate of the Ministry representative that made that very same request.”

“What happened to the Ministry’s representative?” Ron asked.
“My Champion lived up to his name.”
“Oh.”

“With Dumbledore’s passing to the next plane of existence, we asked Bill Weasley for whom he now spoke on behalf of...and he chose you,”
Ragnok said, “thereby reconfirming our opinion of the soundness of his judgement.”

“Your words are too kind, Clan Chief,” Harry said.

“But not too overblown,” the goblin replied. “We have no faith in the ability of the Ministry of Magic to protect its own, much less the rest of the
magical realm. You, on the other hand...well, let’s just say that the goblins see their interests and their futures closely tied to yours and your Clan.”

“lam honored, Clan Chief,” Harry replied. “l would value your counsel on how I might act to preserve those interests.”
“A wizard asking for a goblin’s advice?” the Clan Chief's champion blurted out in Gobblygook. “It must be some trick.”
“Hold your tongue, Earchewer,” the goblin chief said sharply. “His humility only supports our assessment, and planned course of action.”

The goblin then turned towards the Trio. “You have entered into an alliance with the Muggles against the Dark Wizard,” he simply said. “Now, no
need to deny this fact,” he said, as Harry’s face turned a bit white, “it was strategically a wise move. Had you not done so | may have been courting
favor with the Prince myself.”

“lam sorry, Ragnok,” Harry said, “but we had hoped to keep my relationship with the Muggles quiet. Might | ask how you knew?”

Griphook smiled. “Last Friday you were authorized to use the bank card owned by the Prince of Wales...did you notice the name of the bank that
issued that card?”

“Prescott’s,” Harry said, with a nod of comprehension.

“The Royal family has one of the larger vaults beneath Gringott's,” the goblin said. “Not as big as yours, of course, but then most of their wealth is
managed by the Bank of England.”



“Why would you consider a Muggle-goblin alliance?” Ron asked.

“Self-preservation,” the Chief replied simply. “Voldemort...the Ministry of Magic and their kind...they all underestimate the powers of the Muggle
clans even more than they underestimate goblins. We have envisioned a future under the Dark Mark and it is, quite simply, disastrous.”

“Haven’t Voldemort and his kind been courting goblin favor, promising power and playing on injustices both past and present?” Hermione asked.

“Yes, Consort, they have,” Ragnok replied. “But the Death Eaters foolishly believe that should they gain power that the Muggles would leave them
alone, or would perhaps be too ignorant to even notice the difference. Do you believe that likely?”

“No,” Hermione replied. “They will not stand for the killing of Muggleborn wizards and the Muggle hunting that no doubt would follow Voldemort's
success...and if they don't already have the means to destroy Voldemort, they certainly have the will and resources to acquire those means in short
order.”

“We agree,” Ragnok said, “and fear greatly the consequences of that battle. At best it would destroy much of the wizarding economy, and at
worst...well, at this point in time goblins enjoy a certain amount of economic leverage over wizard humans. We have nothing close to that leverage
and control over Muggle humans, and expect that the war against Voldemort would also bring an attack against our clans and other magical
sentients.”

“That is a dark vision of our futures, Clan Chief Ragnok, and one that | would like to prevent,” said Harry. He thought for a moment. “Your decision to
even consider a goblin-human alliance must have been controversial within the Goblin Nation.”

“That, Clan Chief Potter, is a slight understatement,” Ragnok replied with a chuckle. "There are some who can not see beyond the dishonorable
actions of the Ministry, and their continued protection of Bagman the Thief.”

“Would your position be strengthened if the money he stole from the Goblins was repaid?” Harry asked. “Depending on the actual amount, | might
be in a position to help.”

“While you do have funds sufficient to cover our losses,” Ragnok replied, “this has grown to much more than a simple reconciling of bank accounts.
Any government that harbors a known thief can not be trusted...and even if you brought me Bagman’s head on a spike that would not change.”

“lunderstand, Clan Chief,” Harry said. “Perhaps, then, we will look at ways of changing the Ministry’s position on this matter.”

“That would be most helpful, Clan Chief Potter.” He stood up. “We have given you much to consider, | am afraid. Perhaps we should meet again
soon?”

“We would enjoy just such a meeting,” Harry said, as he stood and shook each of the goblin’s hands. Earchewer then went to Ron and (after a close
physical appraisal) shook the hand of his counterpart. Griphook in turn approached Hermione.

“I believe that congratulations are in order, Consort,” he said quietly, and with a slight smile. “We were unaware of your position within Clan Potter...
you have chosen wisely.”

“Thank you, Griphook,” Hermione replied, “and yes, | believe that | have.”
She glanced over at Ron, who was watching her with a frighteningly cool expression.

Hermione did not look forward to their next conversation within the back of the Bentley.
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Harry's queasiness about discussing Hermione’s status as his “consort” was replaced by a different kind of stomach distress when the lift opened
to the main lobby.

Their exit was blocked by a rather stern looking Headmistress.
“Follow me, the three of you.”

With nothing short of complete expectation that they'd follow, McGonagall turned and walked into a rather large conference room set against the
back wall of the lobby.

Not that far gone from school, the three teens did as they were told. Once inside, the door slammed behind them, accompanied by loud clicks and
clanks within the walls and windows that left little doubt that their conversation would be private.

All but four chairs surrounding the conference table disappeared; with three of the four on the side closest to them the three didn’'t wait for orders to
sit down. The Headmistress started to pull the fourth chair away from the opposite side of the table, but changed her mind and launched into her
tirade whilst pacing back and forth in front of them.

“In all my years at Hogwarts,” she began, “in all my years as Head of Gryffindor House...never have | seen students act with more rashness and
presumption than the three of you just displayed. Mr. Potter, do you have any sense of what you just did in that meeting...do you have any sense?
Proclaiming the existence of your Clan...bypassing the delegate authority of the Ministry and negotiating directly with the Goblin Clan Chief...you
might just as well announce open sedition!”



Harry was too stunned to reply.

“And you, Miss Granger...let's just gloss over the “consort” business and focus on the fact that you are very likely the only female that has dared
speak to Ragnok before being spoken too and lived to tell the tale. Surely you know something about the patriarchal clan system within the Goblin
Nation?”

“But...”

“As for you, Mr. Weasley,” the Headmistress continued, as she ignored Hermione’s protest, “Harry proclaims that you are his Clan Champion and
you just sit there like a fish out of water? After the meeting you shook hands with Ragnok’s champion, right? Do you know why he’s called
Earchewer? Let me tell you...he wasn't given that name, he earned it.”

Ron let out one-half of an “Eek” before swallowing the remainder.

“And here we are, barely a week after Dumbledore’s passing...what do you think your former Headmaster would say if you were in his office right
now?”

Harry thought for a moment before replying.
“Care for a lemon drop?”

A slight smile erupted on the Headmistress’s otherwise stern face. “Yes, Harry, limagine you're right.” She transfigured the conference table into a
couch that faced the other three and took a seat.

“So,” she said, “perhaps you'd consider telling me what happened after | left?”

Harry smiled and proceeded to give her an abbreviated summary of the discussion (leaving out the bit about his relationship with the Prince). The
Headmistress was initially amazed at the prospect of a Muggle-goblin alliance, and seemed a bit skeptical of the goblin's assessment of Muggle
capabilities. Nevertheless, she was understandably quite pleased that the goblins had finally gotten off the fence and decided not to join
Voldemort's forces.

Headmistress McGonagall’s tone of voice and demeanor grew progressively warmer as they talked, and Harry picked up on the fact that much of
her warmth was directed towards Ron. She mentioned that she visited The Burrow the day before, and told Molly in no uncertain terms that Ron’s
efforts that summer would be vital to the Order’s mission. She said that she was inclined to return that afternoon to share the additional good news,
certain that Ron’s parents would be immensely proud of what he’d done. She then noted that while Bill had certainly laid the foundation it was Ron
that had helped cement the ties between the goblins and wizards, and that while Percy had been a Head Boy that there’d never been a Weasley
named Clan Champion...and that Dumbledore no doubt thought Ron’s efforts valuable, or else he wouldn’t have made him wealthier than either of
the Twins.

It was a pretty blatant attempt to boost Ron’s ego, and Harry was more than grateful to see that it worked. With every comment Ron’s back grew a
little straighter, and his eyes a little brighter. Harry thought those eyes actually sparked a bit when the Headmistress casually mentioned that while
she was at The Burrow that Luna Lovegood had stopped by, hoping to hear news about Ron.

Hermione chose that moment to announce their need to take their leave for lunch. When the Headmistress asked how well they were eating at the
Dursleys, she received some muttered “It's alright’s,” prompting her to call out for Dobby the house elf. He instantly appeared with a rather large
picnic basket filled with the staples of a Great Hall feast. Ron eagerly grabbed the basket and spent a few seconds with his nose hovering over the
top, savoring the smells of all his favorite comfort foods. Wondering out loud whether they'd be allowed to eat in the back of the limousine, Ron
headed out into the main lobby to find Brian.

Harry and Hermione couldn’t help but laugh as they watched Ron leave. Their eyes met, and they turned to offer the Headmistress their thanks.
“You really knew how to punch all of his buttons,” Harry said with some wonder.

“I should,” the Headmistress replied, “I have been his Head of House for the past six years.”

“And you've been ours as well, haven’t you?” Hermione asked rhetorically.

McGonagall smiled and nodded. “I trust,” she asked, “that your self-identification as Harry's consort doesn’t have any legal underpinnings...at least
for now?”

The two blushed a bit as they looked at each other. “No,” Hermione replied, to which Harry added in his thoughts “Nof just yet .”
“Yet | sense the two of you have taken a few steps down that path together?” she replied with a small grin.

“Is it that obvious?” Harry asked, as he tentatively grabbed Hermione’s hand.

McGonagall chuckled, “It has been, for quite some time. Care to share when the two of you realized it yourselves?”

Harry said “Friday” at the same time Hermione said “Sunday.” Hermione looked at Harry with an arched eyebrow as he shrugged his shoulders. “At
the Palace, seeing you in the periwinkle blue dress,” he said simply. She nodded. “And seeing you in the tuxedo...” She turned to the Headmistress.
“Harry’s right...it was Friday.”



McGonagall nodded with a terse smile of recognition. “Like the phoenix, rising from its ashes...so that would be June 1...ah, | believe Poppy will be
delighted to hear the news.”

“Why is that?” Harry asked.

“Because she won the betting pool, of course.”
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“So you are Harry's consort?” Ron asked, in between mouthfuls of Yorkshire pudding. “What’s that mean exactly?”

They were being driven back to Little Whinging, and well on their way to finishing their back-bench feast.

“Well,” Hermione replied, “in the context of that conversation, it meant that I'd be allowed to stay for the rest of the meeting...Ragnok expected
some level of authority, after all.”

“Yeah, but what's it mean?” he asked, rather coolly.

“Erm....in the Muggle world, a consort is the husband or wife of a king or queen.”

“Brilliant,” Ron replied, “much better | be the champion and you the consort, then.”

“Yes,” Harry said with a nervous laugh and a glance towards Hermione. “l agree.”

“So, the goblins, they have clans, and each clan has a Chief, who has a champion fighter and a wife?”

“Erm, pretty much,” Hermione replied, “except that from what I've read, goblins chiefs don't necessarily have to be married to their consort.”
“Oh,” said Ron, who’d moved on to tackling a ham shank. “So you wouldn’'t have been lying to the goblins if you were Harry’s girlfriend.”
“Erm...yes, you're right.”

Ron thought for a few seconds. “Goblins are sticklers when it comes to the truth, you know...liars are just one step below thieves in their eyes.”
“Yes,” Hermione said with a slight pause. “l think | read that someplace once.”

“Of course you did,” Ron replied. He pointed the shank of ham towards Hermione. “So were you lying?”

Hermione looked at Harry, who took the initiative to answer. “No Ron, she wasn't.”

Ron dropped the shank on his plate and fished through the basket, looking for some dessert. After picking out three different types of pastries, he
looked straight at Harry.

“So were you cheating on Ginny, then?”

“No, Ron, lwasn’t,” Harry replied. “What Hermione and | have...it’s just at the start, except of course it isn’t since we’ve known each other so long,
but...it happened after | broke up with Ginny.”

“I see,” Ron said quietly. He then turned to Hermione.

“Tart.”

“Excuse me?”

Ron clarified by pointing towards the pastries.

“Fancy a tart, Hermione?”

“No thank you, Ron.”

Ron nodded as he sipped from his goblet of pumpkin juice.
“You know, Hermione, | fancied you for the longest time.”
“Yes, | know.”

“Snogging Lavender Brown wasn’'t exactly the best way to show it,” Ron continued, “But I did.”
“Past tense, mate?” Harry asked with some degree of hope.
Ron looked closely at Harry.

“Yeah, past tense.”

“As of when?” Hermione asked.



“Dinner Saturday night, Luna’s house.”

“Oh.”

“She likes me,” Ron said simply. “She likes me as Ron Weasley, and not just the package deal of Harry and Ron...or worse, as Harry's mate.”
“She’s a sweet girl,” Harry said. “Brave too...showed that at the Department of Mysteries.”

“Yeah,” Ron agreed, “but so did Ginny.”

“Yeah, she did...but that's over, Ron...we broke up and it's over.”

“Sure, Harry, [ know it is.” Ron said. “Plan on telling her anytime soon?”

“Erm, well, don’'t know when I'll see her...got to stay at the Dursleys, after all.”

“Yeah, guess that makes sense,” Ron replied. “We could have visitors, though, right?”

“Sure,” Harry replied somewhat tentatively. “Thinking of inviting Ginny to dinner?”

“No, of course not,” Ron replied. “You think | have problems in Muggleland, can’'timagine what she’d do without a magic mirror telling her how pretty
she is every morning...actually, | was thinking of Luna.”

“We'd love to have Luna visit,” Hermione said.
Ron looked at her cross-eyed as he hunted for any missing treats in the basket. “Nice pronoun, Hermione.”
“Oh...yeah, sorry about that,” she said.
“It's alright,” Ron replied. “l can deal with plurals.. .just promise not to snog under my nose, okay?”
“Sure, Ron,” Harry said with some relief. “We can work with you on that one.”
Ron shook his head. “So about that lying to goblins thing...were you serious when you told them | was your champion?”
“Of course | was, mate,” Harry replied.
“Good,” he said, “wouldn’'t want it any other way.”
Chapter 9: Normality

The Trio arrived at Number Four to find that the goblins had already completed Harry's portfolio transaction. They also discovered that Harry's
delivery instructions should have been much more specific, as the coffee table in his Aunt and Uncle’s living room had been replaced by Sirius’s
motorcycle.

Harry couldn’t decide what was funnier; his Aunt Petunia’s shock over the new piece of furniture, or the fact that the goblin who had made the
delivery had forced her to sign for it. With more empathy than she knew she possessed, Hermione shrank the motorcycle just enough for Ron and
Harry to roll it out the door and onto the drive.

The arrival of the classic motorbike brought Wally, Steve and Roger out from Number Five for some fawning. Harry, who had only half-believed that
the motorcycle would really materialize, balked when they encouraged him to go for a spin. Hermione saw his hesitancy and had grabbed his hand
in support.

"You know, guys," she told the men, "there’s a good chance that the previous owner installed some rather nasty theft deterrence charms." Her
warning caused the men to back up and give the motorcycle some space.

"Thinking about Sirius?" she asked Harry, rather quietly.

"No," he replied, "well, yes, but more than that...l was thinking about the last time this motorcycle was in front of this house."

Hermione realized what he was alluding to. "Hagrid used this bike to bring you to the Dursley’s all those years ago, the day after your parents...."
"Yeah," Harry said, cutting her off before she could complete that sentence.

Hermione let go of Harry's hand and pulled him close, reaching under his arm to grab his waist. Harry responded by wrapping his arm around her
shoulders.

"You need to learn how to ride this, and quick," Hermione said.
"Why?" Harry asked.

"Because this is how you got to your Aunt and Uncle’s, and by Merlin, this is going to be how you are going to leave it....how we are going to leave
it...when the time comes."



Harry looked at her and kissed the top of her head.
And Hermione’s father, who had seen and heard all and was always quick with a snarky quip, for once held his tongue.
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Neither Harry nor Hermione was surprised when Ron later announced that he wanted to pay Luna a visit. They all agreed it was a good time for him
to do so...it gave Ron a chance to process both what he’d heard at the bank and in the Bentley. Hermione suggested that it'd also be a good time
for him to patch things up with his mum. The newly announced Champion, however, seemed hesitant to lose his excuse for needing to use the
Lovegood’s floo connection.

Ron had the bright idea of using his wand and portfolio to transfer fifty galleons from his vault to his school trunk. He had originally wanted to write
down "left front trouser pocket" as the delivery address, until Hermione suggested that a less than accurate delivery might be rather painful. With
more than enough "date money" for the first time in his life, Ron whistled a happy tune all the way to Arabella’s house. Had it been more on-key,
Harry and Hermione would have recognized it as the melody from "Weasley is our King."

With Ron gone, Harry and Hermione were faced with a number of competing uses for their time. Tempted to either set up the tent or dive into
Dumbledore’s pensieve, they instead chose to take advantage of the sunny weather and walk hand-in-hand about the neighborhood. Of course,
Hermione thought of a way to justify their decision. She wasn’t entirely happy with the apparition spot she’d been using, so they walked the
neighborhood scouting potential alternatives, using a spell that Tonks had shown her that identified the limits of an anti-appartion ward. They then
marked this boundary on a neighborhood street map that also showed Wally's camera locations within his monitoring network.

The charm that Hermione used turned her wand into a sort of dousing rod that twitched whenever it encountered an anti-app ward. This allowed her
not only to hold Harry's hand, but to hold a conversation with Harry while the charm was working.

"So I hope that you didn’t mind too much that | proclaimed myself your consort," she said with a smile.

"I'd be a daft gitif 1did," Harry replied. "Besides, | was the one that decided | was a Clan Chief in the first place."

"You had to do that, you know," Hermione said. "Ragnok wouldn’t pledge cooperation with anyone that he didn’t consider his equal in rank."
"Yes, | know," Harry said, "l just don't like it very much...makes it sound as if | buy into this ‘Chosen One’ business."

"Well, with Dumbledore gone..." Hermione said relatively tentatively, "Look, | know you don’t feel worthy to lead the forces of Light, but it's not as if
the Ministry has taking the lead. And besides, there’s a lot of people that do think you're worthy, and would support you in a heartbeat.”

"Thanks for the vote of confidence, Sweetheart," Harry said, as he gave her hand a small squeeze. He got a bit nervous when his endearment
caused Hermione to blush. "l hope you don’'t mind that I, erm...well, Hermione do you think things are going too fast between us?"

She stopped and turned towards him with a smile. "Too fast? It's only been, what, six years now that we’ve been nearly inseparable?"

"Yeah, but, you know what | mean," Harry replied. "It's because of that that | want to make sure that | don’t muck anything up...l feel like such a git
sometimes, not knowing what to do or say around you, and I'm terrified that if | screw this up that we’d lose our friendship as well."

Hermione gave his hand a reassuring squeeze and backed that up with a tender, if brief, kiss. "So long as you're my ‘just Harry, you don’t have
anything to worry about," she said. "It is a bit backwards, | suppose.”

"How's that?"

"Well, think about how a lot of relationships begin," she explained. "Couples swapping spit in the Common Room before they bother to find out if
they're compatible over the long term...not to mention the ‘three date rule.”™

"What's that?"

"Something I read about," Hermione said., "Supposedly, when you are young, single, and sexually active, if you don’t shag a person by your third
date then the relationship isn’'t going anywhere."

"Oh...so remind me how many dates we’ve had?"

Hermione gave his shoulder a punch. "Officially, none, you prat...my point is, instead of shagging then finding out if you could live with the other
person’s faults over the years, we've already gotten the second part out of the way. Our level of compatibility is, well, off the charts, in my opinion."

"l agree," said Harry. "Which bring us back around to the original question...what do we do now, and when do we do it?"

"Idon’t know. |love where we’re at right now, and Ilove the thought of where this is going. But most of all, | love the idea that | can trust you utterly
and completely."

"Thanks, Hermione," Harry said. "Not to test that level of trust, but does it bother you that we’ve started something so soon after | broke up with
Ginny?"

"Didn’t ljust say | trusted you utterly and completely? Would you like the aid of a Sonorus charm?"



"No, it's just...well | just wanted you to know how incredibly different | feel with you," Harry replied. "I mean, Ginny’s a sweet girl, but my time with her
was just an escape, 'm afraid. | feel bad for her, actually...she wanted a lot more than | felt comfortable giving her."

"How was it an escape?”

"Well, I've been trying to figure that out," Harry replied. "The time | spent with Ginny...it was like | was a normal teenager, with normal worries...that
sense of normality that I've always yearned for. But my time with her...l couldn’t integrate that with my real world."

"So Ginny is normal, and 'm abnormal?"

"No, silly," Harry smirked. "I'm talking about what I've wanted, what | thought 've wanted...when | was with her, | felt normal...But we were both
deluding ourselves, | think."

"Why do you say that?"

"Because when it comes down to it," Harry said, "I'm not normal, and Ginny wouldn’t have wanted to date me if | really was."
"You think so? Even if Voldemort hadn’t marked you you'd have been captain of the Quidditch team."

"Nah, 'm pretty sure Ginny would be looking for a knight in shining armor, and I'd...Id still rather be out the spotlight.”
Hermione thought for a moment. "So if she made you feel normal, then | make you feel how?"

"You mean besides the warm fuzzy-butterflies in my stomach-luckiest bloke in the world feeling?"

"Sorry, guess | was fishing for a complement.”

"You shouldn’t have to fish," Harry replied. "This might sound strange, but you make me feel capable...like | can love someone and kick
Voldemort's bum at the same time...like | have a fighting chance to survive...like | have the motivation to survive."

Hermione’s eyes narrowed a bit as her heart skipped. "And when Voldemort is gone, won’t you want to go back to normal?"

It was Harry’s turn to punch Hermione’s shoulder. "Will you stop, already? Why would | want to settle for normal, now that I'm feeling the way |am
right now?"

Hermione cocked her head sideways a bit with a smile. "Flattery will get you everywhere, Sir Clan Chief."
"Will it get me a third date?"

"Let's work on the first one, sweetheart."
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They completed their neighborhood tour without finding any better spots to apparate than the small copse of trees Hermione had used near the
playground. There was, however, a rather nice vacant home for sale just beyond the wards, a few houses down from Arabella’s (which, not
surprisingly, was just inside the wards). Hermione suggested that they could apparate inside the home to contain the noise, but worried about
spooking the neighbors. Harry, recalling the new found extent of his wealth, suggested the simple solution of buying the house. Hermione thought
that a tad extravagant, given how long they planned on staying in Little Whinging, but Harry thought it worth checking, and asked her to start looking
into what it would take to maintain the wards beyond his birthday.

Having already promised to eat dinner that evening with her parents, Hermione sent Hedwig to Tonks and Remus with a request to meet later that
night. They wanted to talk about their goblin meeting with magical people they trusted, and thought that Remus might be able to show Harry how to
use the charmed motorcycle.

They enjoyed another fine meal on the backyard patio of Number Five that evening, with Harry and Hermione’s bank visit the main dinner table
topic. Until, of course, Hermione’s parents decided it was time to drop their own bombshell.

"So, Hermione," her father started out, "your mum and | have had a few days to sort things out."
"The past few days have been exciting," Emily added, "and we’re a little reluctant to pick up our dental drills and go back to our old lives."
"Wouldn’t being hounded by Death Eaters wear thin after a while?" Hermione asked.

"Yes, I'm sure it would," her father replied. "Not that we aren’t confident that the two of you will take care of that problem in the very near future.
We're talking about what to do right now, though...about starting our new lives."

"You're thinking about new identities...moving to the States...something like that?" Hermione asked.

"Well, not quite," her dad replied. "The government has offered to put us into a long-term protection program...new house, new identities, new
jobs...it's very generous, but they've also given us a much more appealing alternative."



"What's that?"

"They've made us a job offer," her mum replied.

"Work for the government?" Hermione asked, a little nervously. "What...the Queen’s men need some dental work?"

A light bulb flipped on above Harry’s head . "You are going to help Wally and Steve, aren’'t you?"

"That's the idea," Roger admitted.

"Oh my...erm...just what....MI-5 %7?" Hermione stammered. "No offense, but you two will need more then dental drills to fight Death Eaters."

"That's what we tried to tell them when they made the offer," her mum said with a smile. "But they said that we possessed a few key qualities that
made us perfect for what they had in mind."

"What'’s that?"

"Well, for one thing, the perfect cover..."

"Cover?" Hermione asked with alarm. "My parents, the dentists, working undercover?"

"Well, not exactly undercover," her father replied. "We are your parents, after all, it's nothing we aren’t already doing now."

"But you don’t know the first thing about security, or defending yourself against attack, or any number of things."

"True enough," Mr. Granger said, "but we do have eyes, ears, and a strong incentive to pick up the rest as soon as possible."
"So what will you need to do," Hermione asked, "attend some sort of training academy?"

"Ordinarily, yes, we would," Roger replied. "But given the circumstances, they're going to bring the trainers to us, so that we’d be able to stay with

you.
"And what kind of training would you receive?" asked Hermione. "l can’t believe it'd be enough to keep you out of harm’s way."

"Don’t know exactly what kind of training," Roger admitted. "Imagine we’ll find out soon enough. Look...we know you'd be worried, and we thought
about not telling you, but...well, your mum and | have no intention of being helpless Muggles, and | was serious the other night when | said that we
wanted to do whatever we could to help you two."

"It's our fight too, now," Emily declared. "It has always been so...ever since you and Harry were targeted for attack."
"You've been pretty quiet about all this, Harry," Roger noted. "What do you think?"
With all three Grangers looking for his response, and one in particular looking for some support, Harry decided to tread carefully.

"Well," he began, "you might think that you have limited job opportunities given present circumstances, so | was thinking that I'd like to offer you both
an employment alternative."

"My parents working for you?" Hermione asked. "Don’t you think that'd be a little...weird?"

"No, Hermione," Harry replied, "l don't. Look, it's because of me that they've lost their house and surgery, it’s the least | can do, and you know | have
the means to offer."

"Harry," Emily said, "we appreciate your offer, but it really isn’t necessary."

"Why don’t you hear what I'm offering first?" Harry said. "Look, it seems like every day there are at least two or three ‘top priority’ things added to
our ‘To Do’ list. Hermione and | could really use your help."

"Harry, | thought the idea was keeping them safe?" Hermione stated, with a bit of exasperation.

"They could work within the wards, or otherwise be with one of us," Harry explained.
"What sort of work do you have in mind?" Hermione’s father asked.

"Well, Mr. Granger," Harry replied, "l learned this morning that F'm even wealthier than limagined, but | really have more important things to do than
keep track of that money. | could use a financial manager to do that for me. And you also saw for yourself that we could use some sort of personal
trainer for physical fitness...we also need to learn how to drive, and to do so just a little better than the average teenagers that don’'t have bad guys
chasing after them."

"So I'd be your personal assistant?" Roger asked.
"No, more like my Dad, only you'd get paid for it," Harry replied with a smile.

"Any specific ideas on who’d be providing this training?" Roger asked with the beginning of some understanding.



"Mr. Granger, have you ever heard of the term ‘plausible deniability ?" Harry asked. When Roger nodded his head Harry continued. "l don’t think |
really need to know where the trainers come from, though it sounds like you've already got a good handle on where to look...and maybe you could
even get a group discount, so that you and your wife could join us as well?"

Hermione looked at Harry a little crossly. "Harry, | don’t think this is helping..."

"Hermione...your parents want to help, and since they're your parents 'm guessing that I'll have as much luck pushing them away as | had leaving
you behind last week."

His Consort sighed, seeing the logic in Harry's argument and silently cheering that he’d taken one more step away from his misguided notion of
meeting his fate alone.

"Mum, Dad, are you sure about this?" she asked.
They both nodded.

"Well, then, Mum, unless Harry has a better idea...we need your help organizing all of the Muggleborn Hogwarts students and their families into a
support group or network...set up e-mail lists, arrange for computers for those that need them, maybe even a secure web site."

"Sounds like a plan, Dear," her Mom said with a smile, "although you know that computers aren’t my strong point."

"Yes, | know," Hermione replied. "But | imagine you might be able to find someone in the neighborhood that could give you some pointers." She
looked at Harry and grabbed his hand tightly. "Not that Harry and | need to know who that person is, or whom he might work for."

"Great," Roger said with a smile. "Now, there’s just one more thing that your mum and | would like to ask you and Harry."

"Oh, Merlin, what now?" Hermione asked with a chuckle.

"Are the parents of the Clan Chief's Consort automatically members of the Clan, or do we have to fill out an application form?"
Hermione did a "fish out of water" routine while Harry gave her hand a reassuring squeeze.

"I don’t think we need to mess with the paperwork," he told them. "Speaking as Chief and on behalf of my Consort...welcome to Clan Potter."

Chapter 10 - Life on Privet Drive
Friday, June 8, Little Whinging, Surrey

As a charmed boombox belted out encouragement to “Fly into the danger zone,” two wizards engaged in a mock dogfight above an open
meadowon a hot summer's day.

Broomsticks roared like the afterbumers on a Muggle fighter jet, and had wands strapped to their handles facing the direction of flight. The two
wizards used Sonorus spells to communicate with each other, combining clips of borrowed movie dialogue with disparaging comments about
the other's sagging Quidditch skills.. Whenever one thought that they had the other in his “sights” he'd reach down to the wand and fire off a
series of white projectiles, which splattered paint whenever they made contact with a solid object.

It vas only after each was nearly completely covered with paint that the two wizards, wearing goofy grins and helmets bore the monitors “Prongs”
and “Padfoot,” responded to the beckoning of a very-pregnant witch and a wizened old wizard and landed for a picnic lunch .

It was the fourth time that Harry had poured this memory into the pensieve, and for the fourth time he failed to hear or see anything that he thought
shed light on horcruxes and the battle against Voldemort. Not that that was the point of this trip into the mist; this particular memory had almost
reached Mirror of Erised status as something he wanted to experience over and over again.

The most pressing topic of conversation during the picnic lunch was potential baby names. Harry's given name was apparently a fused
compromise between his father's first choice (Horatio) and his mother's (Charlie). Sirius fought hard for the name “Regulus,” noting that the
firstborn son of Lily and James was destined fo be a ‘Little King,” as well as the brightest star in the Lion's House at Hogwarts. Lily, hovever,
expressed some understandable reservations about naming her child after Sirius's Death Eater brother. On that note the three wizards changed
the conversation topic; they were trying to keep the conversation light. His mum wasn't very comfortable physically, and vas concerned about
giving birth to a magical child with a mediwitch on hand rather than an obstetrician. The memory ended with Dumbledore reassuring his mum
that Poppy would be there when it came time for the delivery.

Harry scribbled down a reminder to ask Madame Pomfrey if his first visit to her infirmary (and to the bed he knew far to well) had been made while
still inside his mum. He then scooped the memory out of the pensieve, and set the stoppered vial back into the tray that Dumbledore had
conveniently labeled “Happy Memories for Harry.”

Fancying a break from his study, he placed the pensieve and vials back into Hermione's trunk, and restored the security wards that guarded it.
Harry then walked next door, where Hermione was reviewing the information provided by the Royal Historian on a DVD disk. A nuzzle, a kiss, and a
whisper provided all the incentive she needed to join Harry for a brief respite.



They walked hand-in-hand downstairs and out to the garage, where Ron and Steve were doing a collaborative study on the magical/Muggle
interface within Sirius's motorcycle. They were quite pleased with themselves, having just discovered that the motorbike's alternator had been
encased in a thin layer of dragon hide. Ron needed no convincing when it was suggested they break open some butterbeers on the backyard patio.

“Hard to believe that we've only been here a week,” said Harry, as the three plopped down on comfy deck chairs. He gave a wave to the next-door
neighbor, whose attitude towards him, likely nearly everything else in Little Whinging, had changed markedly from the previous year.

“Yes we have been rather busy, haven't we?” Hermione said with a smile, as she reached for her boyfriend's hand.

Harry waggled his eyebrows and started to sing in a low voice. “I'm heading down the Atlanta highvay ...”

“Not right now you're not, Sweetheart,” the teen-aged witch said with a chuckle.

“Cor, Hermione, what have you done to my best mate...he's singing?”

“Lookin' for a love getavay .”

Ron winced. “Erm, too much information, Harry.”

“Sorry,” Harry said, with a goofy grin. “probably too knackered after this morning's workout, anyway.”

Ron took a swig from his bottle. “With you there on that point...at this rate that slave-driver will have us outrunning hexes by end of Summer."

The physical training regimen that Roger Granger had set up was breathtaking in an entirely literal sense. The three had been roused early that
morning by a retired SAS drill sergeant, who led them on a three-mile run, which they then unhappily learned was just the warm up. Calisthenics,
push-ups, crunches and a second, even longer, run followed. Any resentment the three might have held towards Roger for finding such a sadistic
taskmaster to train them was countered by the fact that he and his wife were suffering right along with them. It also helped that Hermione's dad had
arranged for a full-time massage therapist to set up shop across the street to work out at least some of their aches and pains.

“Well, you better hope you can run faster than a hex,” Hermione replied, “because you certainly can't drive faster than one.”
“Why would he bother driving away from a hex?” Harry asked. “With all his experience he'd be better off crashing into it.”
“Oy, don't start that again,” Ron complained. “It's not my fault Muggles put curves in their roads.”

Hermione sprayed her butterbeer as Harry broke out into a hearty laugh.

The driving lessons had been less stressful physically, if not mentally. A private driving instructor took the three out in the Bentley in the afternoons.
This gave each of them a turn behind the wheel, and gave Hermione ample opportunity to practice her obliviation and magical dent removal skills.

“Well then, Ron” Hermione said, “why don't you show us what you've learned in your Muggle studies field course and fetch us another round from the
Muggle refrigerator.”

“Very funny, Hermione,” Ron replied as he headed towards the kitchen.

Roger had also arranged for tutors to provide instruction on individualized topics. Hermione was taking lessons on the Muggle sciences of physics
and chemistry from a local college professor, a London-based martial arts instructor was instructing Harry on the basics of swordplay, and Ron was
learning how to make toast.

Ron really didn't mind the chiding he took from the other two; that his field-based Muggle studies program began with Brian working in a Muggle
kitchen meant that he was always close to a hearty snack. Having grabbed three more bottles of butterbeer he tucked a bag of crisps under his arm
and headed back to the patio, where he found Harry's chair shoved next to Hermione's and her head resting on his shoulder.

“Oy, find a room, you two,” he chided.

Harry broke out the falsetto.

“Love Shack, baby Love Shack... Love Shack, baby Love Shack...”

Hermione sat up and punched Harry's shoulder. “Save it for karaoke night, Potter,”

“Yes, dear,” Harry he replied with a grin.

Ron chose to ignore their intimacy. “So Hermione....who these chems are and why you're learning about their history?”
Hermione scowled. “That's chemistry, Ron, not ‘chem history'.”

“Alright,” said Ron, “same question.”

“Thought we went through this after our meeting with Professor Lupin the other night?” asked Harry. “Muggle chemistry is sort of like potions class,
except without the greasy git instructor.”

Tonks and Remus has visited Number Four the same night Harry had made job offers to Hermione's parents. Even though Tonks had told them



earlier that week that she and Remus had finally connected, it had been great to see them stroll up Privet Drive holding hands. In fact, between the
two of them, Harry and Hermione, and Ron having returned from his date with Luna with a grin on his face and a small bite mark on his neck, it had
been hard to get beyond the gossip.

Harry had asked Remus what he was doing for work as he showed Harry how to control Sirius's motorbike. Remus had replied that his job
prospects were now especially limited, given that Snape was his wolvesbane supplier and Slughorn had resigned his post on the day of
Dumbledore's funeral. Since wolvesbane had a short shelf-life, he'd been forced to ask Headmistress McGonagall if she'd allow him to spend the
next full moon in the dungeons of Hogwarts, under guard of the House Elves and some of their unique confinement wards.

Hermione's suggestion that they could try to brew the potion themselves was appreciated, but not very helpful given the fact that the recipe required
the fresh flowers of some particularly rare magical plants. It turned out that Snape's value as a potions master wasn't just due to his skill...it was in
no small part derived from his private contacts and network of suppliers. Dumbledore's death and Snape's disappearance had dried up the supply
of standard potion ingredients, as wizards and witches began hoarding and stockpiling for what looked like dark days ahead.

The chemistry class that Hermione was taking was providing the background she needed to discern whether a solution to this problem could be
found in the Muggle world. She was hoping that at least some of the standard potion ingredients were needed for their chemical, rather than
magical, compositions. In the interim, she had added “Potions Laboratory” to the list of things for Clan Potter to acquire.

Having polished off the bag of crisps, Ron went back into the house for another. He returned to find Hermione and Harry swapping stories about
their independent studies. Harry reluctantly reported on his afternoon's work. He knew he should have been reviewing stored memories that were
more likely related to the horcrux hunt, and was joking about almost being named after a Death Eater when Hermione's eyes went wide and she
attacked Harry with a huge bear hug.

Ron's restatement of the need to find a room was ignored, as Hermione exclaimed that with Harry's description of the memory she knew not only
who R.A.B. was, but where Slytherin's locket might be located. But before she could explain herself, they heard the squeal of brakes, the slam of a
car door, and the roar of a very irate uncle. Curious as to what the fuss was all about, they headed inside, where they found Vernon Dursley
displaying a deep shade of red.

“You,” he hissed, as he pointed at Brian, “this was you're doing, wasn't it?”

“Whatever do you mean?” the Queen's man asked with a slight grin.

Petunia rushed to her husband's side. “Vernon, what's wrong?”

“They've transferred me at work,” he replied.

“Transferred?” Petunia asked nervously. “You mean to a different division of the company?”
“No,” Vernon scowled “To a different country.”

Dudley, who'd been doing his best to stay away not just from the Trio but from Brian and his list of jobs, entered the kitchen and the conversation.
“Where we moving to, Dad?” he asked.

“Romania...we opened a new plant there this past spring.”

Petunia felt faint, as she grabbed the back of a kitchen chair.

“Could be worse,” Dudley said. “Heard there's plenty of pretty girls in Rome.”

“‘Rome is in ltaly, you dolt,” Vernon replied.

“Qy, Vernon, my brother the dragon tamer lives in Romania,” said Ron. “I'm sure he'd be happy to help you get settled.”
“Say, there's anidea,” Hermione chimed in. “Charlie might even be able to introduce you to some friendly vampires.”
Harry found it hard to do anything more than smile and repeat the word “Brilliant” as a mantra.

“So Vernon, when do you start your new position?” asked Brian.

“Week from Monday, as if you didn't already know,” Vernon replied as he stared at Harry. “Least you'll lose your precious protection without us
around.”

Harry thought for a second. “Suppose you'll be leaving next weekend?” When Vernon nodded, Harry nodded back as he looked to Brian and said
“Two weeks.” Brian returned the smile as Harry turned back to his Aunt and Uncle. “Suppose we'll muddle through somehow...imagine you'll be
looking for a housesitter?”

Vernon renewed the lustrous shade of red around his collar. “I'll burn the house down myself before I let you...”
“Say Vernon,” interjected Brian, “is it true that your company has a distribution center in Nigeria?”
Vernon held his tongue as his brain wrapped around that threat. “l imagine we can work out a rental agreement.”

“Rent your house to your own flesh and blood?” Brian asked, as he reached for his mobile phone.



“Fine!” shouted Vernon, who stormed out of the house and into his car, followed by a worried looking wife and child.

The Trio had the decency to wait until the door slammed behind Dudley before breaking out in laughter, and congratulatory handshakes for Brian,
who then asked, “You did say that two weeks was all you needed to spend tethered to your Aunt, right?”

“Yes, 1did,” said Harry. “Merlin,you've outdone yourself with this one.”

“Now wait,” said Brian, “you really ought to hear about some remodeling ideas that Roger and | have been kicking around before saying that.” He
then reached into a kitchen cabinet drawer and pulled out a roll of blueprints.
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Later, once the excitement over the Dursley’s imminent departure passed, Hermione pulled Ron and Harry aside and reminded them that they'd
seen a locket similar to the fake that Harry still carried in his pocket back at Number 12 Grimmauld Place. She then linked the initials to Sirius’s
brother, and theorized that Regulus had hidden the horcrux at the Black mansion for safekeeping. Harry then reminded Hermione that even if the
real locket was at Number 12 that they couldn't risk trying to retrieve it, given the broken Fidelius charm.

They'd almost decided to file that potential horcrux information away for later consideration when Ron got the bright idea of getting Kreacher to
retrieve it for them. Before Hermione thought to object, Harry had summoned both Kreacher and Dobby to Number Four. While Hermione spent a
few minutes coming up with specific instructions that Kreacher couldn’t twist to his own ends, Ron and Harry enjoyed some semi-obligatory
terrorizing of Vernon and Petunia (with instructions for the elves to enjoy Muggle piggy-back rides).

Even with some air-tight legal language, it was all Dobby could do to drag Kreacher out to the mansion and bring him back, with the disappointing
news that the locket was no longer where Kreacher had stashed it two years previous.

Discussion drifted towards the topic of what to do if and when they did recover the locket. Ron’s simplistic notion of “We destroy it, of course,” was
dismissed by Hermione’s reference to Dumbledore’s right hand. Though any of them might have made the same sacrifice, if pressed, it was
thought best to explore alternative options prior to going down that path.

“Hold on,” thought Ron, “you destroyed a horcrux without losing an arm, didn’t you Harry?”

“Well, yes,” replied Harry.

“So why don’t you do the same thing over again?”

“If only it were that simple,” interjected Hermione. “There are probably far too many variables to control.”

“Like what?” asked Ron.

“Well,” thought Hermione, “you get the parchment and start taking notes, then.” She turned to Harry. “Let’s play newspaper.”
“Hold on,” said Ron, “this isn’t some kinky role-playing thing is it?”

“You wish,” replied Hermione. “l was suggesting that we use the same techniques that responsible journalists use when they write stories to
describe how Harry destroyed the diary...who, what, where, when, why and how. You wouldn’'t know about this, of course, since you've only been
exposed to the Quibbler and Daily Prophet.”

“Oh, yeah,” replied Ron, “see your point.”
“We start with the who, then....obviously, that’s Harry.”
“Right,” replied Ron, as he chewed on his quill tip. “So tell me something we don’t already know.”

“Cor, Ron, sometimes....” Hermione took a deep breath. “The relevant point is that Harry, unlike Dumbledore, was able to destroy a horcrux without
getting injured.”

“So there might be a reason for that...my connection or something?” asked Harry.

“Exactly,” Hermione replied with a smile. “Now, doesn’t mean that Harry has to be the one to do the job, but it might be. Let's move on to ‘what.”
“It was a diary, while Dumbledore destroyed a ring,” replied Harry. “Though he didn’t actually burn a hole in the ring, did he?”

“Maybe because there was already one there?” asked Ron, earning a reproachful look from Hermione.

“Harry’s got a point,” said Hermione. “Harry destroyed the diary’s utility...couldn’'t write in that diary afterwards could you?”

“But Dumbledore didn’'t crack the ring into two or melt it down,” Ron added. “When he was done it was still a ring, just without the trapped soul
fragment inside of it.”

“No, that’s not entirely true,” said Harry. “The gold ring wasn't broken, but the stone mounted within it was cracked.”

“That’s right,” thought Hermione. “So there might be something said for extreme violence. Let's move on, though, so we can take a look at the entire
picture ...who, what, now where .”



“Where was the Chamber of Secrets,” replied Harry. “Don’'t know, really, where Dumbledore destroyed the ring...suppose we could ask his portrait
if and when it wakes up.”

“Why would the Chamber be someplace special?” asked Ron.

“Besides the fact that it was built by Salazar Slytherin, was home to a basilisk, and was only accessible to someone who, like Voldemort, could
speak Parseltongue?”

“Fine,” snapped Ron, “besides all that then....”

“So what you're suggesting, then,” asked Harry, “is that all things being equal it d be safer to try and destroy the Horcrux within the Chamber than
someplace else?”

“Exactly, Harry,” replied Hermione, with a beaming smile that threw Ron into a slight funk. “Which brings us to ‘When’ and ‘Why."””
“Pretty obvious why we want to do it,” groused Ron, “and Harry and Dumbledore had the same motivation, didn’t they?”

“Not exactly,” Hermione said, “Harry didn’'t know it was a horcrux when he destroyed it, while Dumbledore did...although | doubt it's a huge
difference. Same thing with when he did it...it could be something like a full moon having an effect, like lycantrophy, but it doesn’t seem like
something Voldemort would get hung up on.”

“So then we’re left with how to do it, aren’t we?” asked Harry. When the other two nodded agreement he began thinking out loud. “Let’s see, Iwas in
the Chamber, and just pulled the poisonous basilisk fang out of my arm, and | was a bit angry at Tom’s echo so | speared the diary with the fang,
and then the book caught on fire and I heard a loud scream. Don’'t remember if it was the echo screaming, or the soul fragment.”

“How did the book catch fire?” asked Ron.

“Dunno,” replied Harry. "The burnt hole just sort of grew away from the fang. By the time it was done the hole was a lot wider than the puncture
mark.”

“So it could have been the use of the fang, the poison in the fang or both that destroyed the horcrux,” said Ron.

“Yeah, sounds about right,” said Harry. “We left the dead basilisk down there, so it's possible we could find a fang...maybe even the one | used. But
limagine that the venom would have dried up by now.”

“Doesn’t matter,” Hermione concluded. “Either the fang would work or it wouldn’t...remember what we did trying to open the locket in the first
place? Ron, I think you were banging it against a table.”

“Merlin, you're right,” said a Weasley Gone White.

“So,” said Harry, “when we find the locket, or the cup, or some other horcrux, we’ll just go to Hogwarts, use Parseltongue to enter the Chamber of
Secrets, slide down the chute, clear out the caved-in passageway, nick a fang from the basilisk’s skeletal frame and then I'll use it to poke Tom'’s
soul fragment. No problem.”

“And even if it didn’t work,” said Hermione with a smile, “I'll get to see the Chamber and we can collect some basilisk bones and fangs to barter for
potioningredients.”

“Great,” said Ron, rather weakly. “Day in the park, stroll by the lake...let's bring a picnic lunch and spread it out inside Salazar's statue mouth. And
now that’s settled, can we get back to the Xbox?”

Hermione shook her head as she allowed her boys to return to their games.
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Wednesday, June 13

The sound of steel striking steel provided a rather incongruous overlay to the staccato chug-chug-chug of the neighborhood hosepipes. Nobody
within earshot of Harry's sword fighting lessons in Number Four’'s backyard paid any attention, however; they were either in the know, or had been
gullible enough to accept a rather implausible explanation (namely, that he was training for the Olympic longsword event).

After a full week of lessons Harry felt as if he’d progressed from totally awful to merely dreadful. His muscles burned from the workouts; one hour
each day spent hacking at a stout wooden post, followed by a second hour of sparring with the master swordsman. Those parts that didn’t burn
were battered and bruised from the hits he took from his instructor’s dulled edge. Fortunately, the instructor seemed to think that things weren’t all
that bad.

“You know you're a natural at this,” the swordsman said, as he picked Harry up off the ground for the tenth time that afternoon. “I'd almost say it’s in
your blood.”

“Must have been a vampire hunter in a past life,” Harry joked.

“Well you certainly have the sword for it,” the instructor replied. Harry looked down at Godric’s sword and cursed himself for slipping. Even with the
leather straps that covered the sword’s blade it was easy to tell that it was pure silver.



He tried to laugh it off. “Too bad, then, that the prospects for that line of work are slim.”

The master swordsman gave him a careful look. “That's only because English vampires are so docile,” he replied. “Now, down in the Baltics, that's
a different story.”

“Ha ha, that's a good one,” Harry replied nervously, wondering just how much his instructor knew about vampire hunts.

The man nodded with a glint in his eye. “Yes, well, Mr. Potter, we’ll take it as that.” The instructor began unwrapping his sword so that it could be
sheathed for transport.

“So,” he asked Harry, “have you decided whether you'll be using the left or right hand yet?”

“Right, I hope,” Harry replied, “but as 'm not completely certain I'll still need work with both.” Sword hand was an issue he’d been grappling with all
week. He’d been working on simple spells using his left hand, but hadn’t progressed to the point where he felt he could imagine fighting with sword
in one hand and wand in the other. Of course the ability to do wandless magic would solve the problem, but that was something currently beyond his
reach.

With the day’s lesson’s over Harry went upstairs to take a shower. As he entered the Muggle room to store his sword he marveled at the latest
phase of remodeling. Brian hadn’t waited for the Dursley’s departure; taking a cue from the control room across the street. They'd replaced the
single desk and chair with smart looking modular workstations that took now took up one entire wall of the room. Four separate computer systems
were set up, with large flat-screen monitors, scanners, and color laser printers. Their telly had been remounted on the wall above the workstations,
end-to-end with two new identical screens, creating a seamless video display roughly two-feet high and nine-feet long.

Ron was presently standing behind Fred and George as they hunched over laptop computers on an L-shaped extension that jutted out from the wall.

“Oy, George, how many times do | have to tell you?” Ron asked, peering over his older brother’s shoulder. “It's swish and click , not swish and flick

“Worse than McGonagall, you are,” George lamented. “Why couldn’t the Muggles have invented a wand-shaped mouse?”
“Hey, be thankful for small favors. | could have forced you to use the trackball.”
“Oy, Ron,” Harry interrupted, “Not showing them sites your mum wouldn’t approve of, are you?”

“Now, Harry, you know Hermione’s installed NetNanny ,” Ron replied. “Of course, she only did that on the old desktop,” he said with a smirk. “And
now that I've got administrator-level authorization for the new network...”

“Thank Merlin you've taken to your Muggle studies, little brother,” Fred said with a smile.

“So, really, what are your big brothers doing in the Internet?” Harry asked.

“Oh, a little market research, some new product development, a healthy bit of industrial espionage...” George said.
“Okay, I'll bite,” Harry replied, “how is your net surfing helping the shop?”

“Simple, really. We're looking at how Muggles compensate for their non-magical limitations, then borrowing their ideas to make magical versions of
their inventions.”

“Got the idea from Ron,” George admitted, as he held up one of the pairs of night vision goggles that Ron had bought on-line. “Any wizard worth
their salt wouldn’'t need these spectacles to see in the dark...they'd simply cast the right charm. But same thing could be said of shield charms, and
look at all the money we’ve made selling shield-charmed clothing to the Ministry of Magic.”

“So you're going to make magical night vision goggles?” Harry asked.

“That’s right...ones that'd work not only in areas where magical interference would trash the Muggle goggles, but ones strong enough to work inside
areas affected by Peruvian Instant Blackness Powder.”

“l thought you guys and Hermione developed the counterspell against that powder.”

“Sure,” Fred agreed, “but why banish the powder that blinds your enemies if you can still see?”

“Makes sense to me,” Harry said. “So what else are you into?”

“Working with Hermione to look for raw materials. Stuff we need for our potions and powders.”

“You expect to find potion ingredients on the Internet?” Harry asked. “How many wizards you think are e-Bay power users?”

“There’s the beauty, Harry,” George replied. “We’ve found Muggles selling ingredients that they don’t even know have magical properties. One
place ships out salamanders by the dozen, another sells valerian root and astragulus. There’s a site that sells Chinese herbs that's going to be
practically a one stop shop for us.”

“What about delivery, though?” Harry asked. “It's not like FedEx ships to Diagon Alley.”



“Ah, yeah, we thought about that,” Fred replied. “Had a talk with Wally and Brian, and they suggested a work around.”
“You're going to smuggle your supplies in?” Harry asked.

“No,” said George, “although that’s not a bad idea. Fred and I figured it'd be easier if we just had a Muggle shipping address. Now, don’t worry,” he
said, noting Harry's arched eyebrows, “we aren’t planning on setting up shop here at Number Four.”

“But Number Seven, on the other hand,” George said with a gleam in his eye.
“Prefer Number Twelve myself,” said Fred. “although any house with a backyard free of gnomes works with me.”
“You two are thinking of moving to Little Whinging?” Harry asked. “Aren’t you a bit afraid the Death Eaters will recognize the new address?”

“It's not like they don’t know where to find us in Diagon Alley, right?” Fred replied. “Besides, from what we’ve seen, there’s a rather attractive
combination of protections available here on this street.”

“Not to mention the fact that it'd be an honor to live so close to the Great Clan Chief Potter.”
“And his Consort, don’t forget,” said Fred with a wink and a nudge.

“Yeah, ‘bout time on that one, Harry,” said George. “Wish you'd have smartened up a few months ago, though...had the month of March all to
myself.”

“Oy, will you give the Clan Chief business a rest?” asked Ron. “lt wasn’t Harry's idea in the first place.”
“Works for us, though,” replied Fred. “Which reminds me...we wantin.”

“In where?” asked Harry.

“Into the Clan, of course,” said George. “Oh, and if it's not too much trouble, we’d like to have Clan titles, just like little brother here.”
“Can't you prats let me enjoy something on my own?” whined Ron.

The twins looked at each other, then dead-panned back to their brother.

“No.”

“So what were you thinking?” asked Harry, more bemused than bothered by the idea.

“Well, ‘Clan Beaters’ would be nice, if you decided to field a quidditch team, but...”

“What about Clan idiots?” suggested Ron.

“Not a bad idea, actually,” thought Harry, “assuming that we tweek it a bit....I could use a jester or two.”
“Erm...maybe ‘Clan Fools?” suggested Fred.

Harry thought for a few seconds. “Fine, on condition that you both wear foolscaps at all official Clan functions.”
The twins looked at each other with a gleem in their eyes and replied in unison.

“Consider it done.”

Chapter 11 - Sir Evan of Eastleigh

Friday, June 15
Little Whinging, Surrey

The day the Dursleys moved out would have been bright in the bleakest of weather; that it was sunny and warm seemed downright decadent as
Harry Potter rolled his motorcycle out of the garage.

The morning’s driving lesson had been canceled in lieu of driver's examinations for Ron and Hermione; given circumstances and status, the
examiner had been brought to them. Harry had promised Hermione that he’d stay out of trouble, but there was only so much driving to be done
within the wards, and he intended to keep a watch out for them as they drove out into Little Whinging proper.

Harry rolled the motorcycle around the loading ramp of the lorry that was hauling the Dursley’s belongings off to the Balkans and gave a wave to
Roger, who was standing on the curb with a mobile phone to his ear. With a look up and down the street to confirm that no other eyes would be
watching him, he kick started the bike and sped off down the street.

Though Harry was some six weeks away from eligibility to take his license examination, he figured that his "Doing Queen’s Business" card would



get him out of any trouble with the authorities. Besides, he only needed to break the law for a half-block, at which point he had enough speed to lift
off and engage the cloaking device.

Shivers traveled up and down Harry's spine as he flew up and through the anti-apparation barrier. Hermione had warned him that he might notice a
surge of magical energy at the ward boundary; Ragnok had sent the Gringott's ward master the night previous to overlap goblin anti-apparation
wards on top of his mother’s protections. Though Harry had been quite confident that he’d been under Petunia’s care long enough to maintain those
wards until his birthday, he was more than happy to have an extra layer of protection that would last beyond July 31. The goblin’s wards also
provided a bonus that he’d wished he had years before; the Ministry’'s remote sensors that monitored magic use were useless within the protected
area.

Harry leveled off at about five hundred feet and looked down upon the neighborhood that his Fools had recently renamed "Little Wizarding" ( or
"Little Wiz", for short). They hadn’t been jesting about their choice in accommodations; over the past week Roger Granger had arranged for Harry's
new holding company to purchase fifteen of the seventy-five houses located within the two block radius of Number Four. Offers that were well above
market value had been made, in fact, to every owner of a house within the zone. There were reasons both practical and moral; fewer Muggles
around the neighborhood meant less worry about secrecy laws, and less worry about collateral damage when the Death Eaters decided to attack.

Three other moving vans could be seen on neighborhood streets, as families took advantage of financial incentives to leave as soon as possible.
Whether the empty homes would be filled, and by whom, was open to debate. The Twins were talking openly of bringing in other Order members
and members of the DA into the neighborhood for some on-site security. Plans were also afoot for M1 5 % to grow right along with their little
community; he’d caught Wally and Brian with blueprints and construction talk over the past week, but gotten nothing more than smiles when Harry
asked what they were scheming.

It didn’'t take long for Harry to spot the black Bentley that Ron and Hermione were using for the exam; it was currently negotiating a parallel parking
attempt (that it was faring poorly led Harry to suspect that Ron was presently behind the wheel). With his focus on the car he didn’t notice Hedwig's
arrival until silent wings had delivered her to his shoulder.

"Hey, girl, 'm supposed to be invisible," he admonished with a grin, as he reached into his pocket for an owl treat. Hedgwig’s hoot in response
sounded not the least bit remorseful. Harry decided to tease her by asking, "How's Pounce and the boys?" That earned him a nip on his ear.

With his newfound wealth Ron had decided it was finally time to get a familiar that he could be proud of, and had purchased a male Great Horned
Owl that he’d named "Pounce" (after the way he snatched his meals). With Charlie’s help, they'd also imported a half-dozen owls from the Continent
to become Clan Potter's Mail Service. Harry had spent a lot of time with his familiar reassuring her that she was his first and favorite, and she’d
responded by organizing the new arrivals into an ersatz air force. These days, there was always at least two owls flying over Little Wiz on
surveillance missions, and if they happened to pounce upon a gangly rat with a silver paw sneaking amongst the shadows, so much the better.

Harry watched as the Bentley pulled to the curb and Ron and Hermione traded seats. After a few more minutes he started to search for two other
vehicles that were supposed to be making their way towards Number Four. It didn't take to spot long the convertibles driving down the arterial with
identical mops of red hair in the front passenger seats. Harry grinned and swooped down towards them.

He pulled out of his silent dive fifteen feet above the two cars and followed them until they reached Privet Drive. Once he caught sight of the straight
patch of empty street in front of him, Harry flipped off the cloaking device and silencer, and inverted his motorcycle. With toes gripping under the
seat and a roar of his engine he buzzed the two cars upside down with a modified sloth move.

It said something about Wally and Brian’s comfort level with magic that they didn’t crash the two cars as Harry flew over their heads. At the end of
Privet Drive Harry flipped the bike back upright, nudged it down to the ground and pulled it back around in front of Number Five. He got a look of
admonishment from Hermione’s mother, who’d been chatting with her husband in the front yard.

"Harry Potter," she said, "if you think that your antics will make me more likely to allow Hermione to ride on that bike with you..."
Harry replied with a grin, "Yes, mum."

"Give him a break, dear," Roger said, "were | in the same situation I'd be doing cartwheels over the Dursleys departure.”

The two vehicles that Harry had been chasing finally pulled up next to Harry and the Grangers.

"Oh my goodness, Harry," Roger said. "What have we here?"

"What we have here, Mr. Granger," replied whichever twin was in the lead car, "are two certified wizard-friendly automobiles....tested them out
ourselves, we did."

"Is that true?" asked Emily Granger.

"Yeah, itis," Harry confirmed. "Took a bit of work to find cars old enough to have computer-free engines and the bare minimum of electronics."
"Doesn’t hurt that they are both classics either, eh Harry?" Brian asked.

"Well then, go on," Roger said with impatience, "pop the bonnet and let’s have a look."

"Which one?"

Roger snorted. "Like you even have to ask."

"It can wait, can’t it?" Emily asked. "Harry did say these were going to be presents, and they'll be around presently?"



"Yeah, | guess," Roger mumbled. "Hey Harry," he asked, "who gets the red one?"
Harry broke out into a deep laugh.
"Like you even have to ask."

Just then the door to Number Five open and Steve yelled out. "They're coming around the corner." That gave the Twins just enough time to conjure
tarps that covered the two cars before Hermione carefully pulled the Bentley up and into the driveway of Number Four. After putting the car in park
she and Ron bounded out of the vehicle and ran across the street.

Harry asked, "Hey, how did it go?"
Hermione, who had reached him first, grabbed his arms and gave him a quick kiss and a smile. "It went great. | think Ron did well enough.”

"No question that Hermione passed, of course," said Ron with a bit of whine in his voice. They looked back over at the examiner, who at that
moment handed some papers to Brian and shook his hand. Steve crossed the street to drive the man back to the examination station, passing
Brian as he approached the Trio with a smile on his face and valid licenses in each hand.

Hermione squealed and gave Ron a bear hug. "We did it...we did it both!" she exclaimed.

"Do you have to sound so surprised?" Ron asked, as Harry shook his hand with congratulations.

"Well, we didn’'t know you could stop a car without the Womping Willow's help," explained Fred.

"Sod off, Fred."

"Hey now, mind the language," Harry said, "lest | reconsider your rewards."

"And what might they be?" Hermione asked, as she appraised the two covered cars with interest.

"What, my kiss isn't reward enough?" Harry asked in mock pain.

"Not when you're teasing, itisn’t."

"Fair enough," said Harry, as he threw two sets of car keys at his friends. "One for you, and another for you."

With the sound that was the closest that Hermione had ever come to a squeal, she pulled the tarp from first one car, then the other. She and Ron
then both stepped back and gawked.

"Merlin, Harry, they're beauties," Ron exclaimed.
"Oh Harry," Hermione said, "they're wonderful...which one’s for me?"
"Like you even have to ask," said Ron, as he walked towards the second car.

Roger look towards Ron with a tinge of sympathy. "You know, Ron," he said, "the Morris Minor is probably the most beloved classic car in all of
Britain, and it's pretty rare to see a convertible like this one these days."

"No, it's great," said Ron, as he opened the door and sat behind the wheel. He gave the horn a good honk, then looked down with some confusion
at the floorboard.

"What's this other brake pedal for?"

"Oh, that's the clutch," said Harry. "We were only able to find one magic-friendly car with automatic transmission...sorry, mate, but you'll have to
learn to drive stick."

"And that car with automatic transmission would be this one?" Hermione asked, as she ran her hand along the side of her shiny red car.
"Yes," said Roger with no little amount of awe.
"It's a Bentley, isn’t it?" she asked.

Harry opened the door and she sat down on the white leather seat. "1962 Bentley S3," he said, more for Hermione’s father's benefit than for hers.
"With a 6.2 litre eight cylinder engine, duel carburetors, and...." He leaned over the car door, reached around Hermione’s shoulder, and pointed
towards the steering column. "Four-speed automatic transmission."

Hermione turned and kissed Harry's cheek then whispered into his ear. "Thank you Harry...it's beautiful."
"Not even close as beautiful as you are, Sweetheart," he replied.
"Flattery will get you everywhere, you know."

"I'm counting on it," Harry replied with no small amount of cheek.



"Why don’t you kids go for a ride?" asked Emily.

"Good idea," chimed in Brian. "we canceled your afternoon classes."

"But what about the Dursleys?" Fred asked. "They ought to hang around to give them a proper hexing at their send off."
"What do you think, Harry?" Hermione asked.

Harry looked at her, then stood and looked around at Fred and George, the Grangers, Brian and Wally. He then turned towards Number Four,
where he spied his aunt, uncle and cousin looking out from the living room window in utter disbelief.

"You know," he said, "with all of the changes, all of the good that's happened these past two weeks, it’s like they're already gone. The Number Four
and its neighborhood that | knew and dreaded returning to each summer...they're gone t00." He walked around to the front passenger side and
climbed in. "I think I've got better things to do and better company to keep then to dwell in the past just to wait to see them leave."

Hermione’s eyes glistened as she leaned over and kissed Harry again, this time on the lips. "Oh Harry, 'm so proud of you."
Harry looked over at Ron. "So are you coming, or not?"

Ron jumped into the back seat. "I'm in, but where to?"

"I'm thinking we should take a nice ride out to Devon," Harry replied with a wink.

"Excellent idea," beamed Ron, as he leaned back and imagined Luna by his side on the rear bench.

"Have a nice time kids," Emily said, "but remember that we’ve got a little celebratory dinner planned, so be back by seven."

"Yes, mum," Hermione said excitedly, as she turned the ignition and rewved the engine. Harry reached into the glove box and pulled out three pair of
Oakleys and a white silk scarf. "Have to be properly attired to drive this vehicle, my dear," he grinned, as Hermione wrapped the scarf around her
hair and all three of them donned their new black sunglasses.

"Hey Fred and George," Harry said, "just because we won’'t be around doesn’t mean my Clan Fools can’t give my Aunt and Uncle a proper send
off, right?"

"You can depend on us, Chief" the Twins replied, as they clicked their heels together and gave salutes.

Hermione put the car into gear, and the Trio sped away.
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A few minutes later, as she found the entrance to the motorway, Hermione asked, "So when do we pull off?"

Harry reached into the pocket and pulled out his MI-5 standard issue mobile telephone/ computer/global positioning system. After a few screen
touches and pips he shouted back, "Just past Basingstoke. It's the A303."

Ron leaned forward to be heard from the back seat "How long will it take to get Luna’s house?"
"Projected time is two hours and thirty seven minutes," Harry said, "and that's without stopping for lunch.”
"Blimey, that's five hours, there and back," shouted Ron. "How do Muggles stand all the time it takes to travel?"

"Well, we find ways of passing the time," said Hermione. "Like listening to the radio." She frowned when all that she heard was click when she
twisted the radio knob.

"Erm, sorry," said Harry, "that was apparently the one part of the car that didn’t survive Fred and George’s road test."
"Oh, makes sense," said Hermione. "So what kind of magic were they able to do with the engine running?"

Harry grinned. "They claimed to have Reducto ’d a pillar box at 100 kph."

Ron’s eyes lit up as he leaned forward in his seat. "So can we try?"

"No," was the unified response from the front seat.

"You're not even driving," said Hermione. "Why don’t you sit back, relax, and enjoy the ride?"

Ron did as he was told...for all of five minutes.

"Are we there yet?"

Hermione shook her head as she scanned the horizon ahead of her. "Well, it does look like rain," she replied.



Fifteen minutes later they'd pulled off the M3, attached the car’s protective soft-top, and used their mobile’s wireless internet service to locate a
Muggle restaurant with positive on-line reviews. As Hermione expertly parallel parked her vehicle Harry caught sight of a dark green car parked a
discrete distance away. He smiled and pointed their tail to Ron and Hermione as they entered a traditional-looking pub.

The three found an empty table amongst the lunchtime crowd. "Order us a round of butterbeers, will you Ron?" Hermione asked.
Harry looked quizzically at Hermione as Ron headed up to the bar to speak with the publican.

Hermione just winked, and watched as Ron returned empty-handed.

"They don’'t have butterbeer," he said.

"Sure they do," Hermione deadpanned, as she pointed behind the bar. "Tell him that it's right next to the butterscotch."

As Ron returned to the rail for additional embarrassment, Harry leaned over to Hermione.

"You are a wicked witch," he told her with a smile.
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It was raining heavily by the time that they’d finished their meal and fizzy drinks (the most potent brews Ron could garner from the ill-humored
licensee). Hermione had called home to confirm that the following car’s occupants were friendly (they were), and in the process learned that they
weren’t particularly wanted back in Little Wizarding (at least not until that evening).

"What's that about, then?" Ron asked.
"Mum was rather evasive," Hermione replied. "Your brothers are no doubt planning something."
"Are the Dursleys still there?" Harry asked.

"Yes," she replied, "though | wouldn’t be surprised if they decided to leave for the airport early...George apparently decided that your Aunt and
Uncle would blend in better with the locals if he lengthened their canines."

"Brilliant," Ron said. "Hope they took pictures."

"Any ideas on what we can do this afternoon, then?" Harry asked.

"Mum chatted with Brian while | was still on the telephone, and he suggested that it might be a good day to visit Sir Evan."
"Who?" Ron asked.

"The only other living member of the Order of Arthur," Harry said. "So does he live anywhere near here?"

"Turns out he does," Hermione replied. "Nursing home in Eastleigh, down by Southampton...Mum’s e-mailing directions."
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"Did you say Sir Evan, luv?" the nurse asked incredulously when they asked for him at the front desk. "You mean he actually is a knight? Next thing
you'll be telling me that there are witches and wizards running about as well."

The three laughed nervously before Harry leaned forward with some disarming candor. "Well of course there’s witches and wizards," he said with a
wink. "What do you think we are?"

The nurse chuckled. "Really?"
"Swear on Merlin's beard," Harry replied. "Of course, that's top secret information...Sir Evan will have to answer to the Queen for that one, he will."

The terribly anxious moment that followed was punctured by a roar of laughter that would have given Hagrid’s bellowing a run for its money. "Well
don’'t worry about me, lad," said the smiling nurse, as she led them down the hall to the elderly knight's room. "Iwon’t tell a soul." She knocked on a
door then opened it just a bit to shout inside.

"Qy, Sir Evan, got some witches and wizards that are wanting to talk with you."
"About bloody time," came a strong voice in reply. "Show them in."

Sir Evan Turnbill was the kind of sprightly old man who wore his eighty-eight years quite well, thank you very much. He credited his vigor to a daily
regimen of five walked miles and four gin and tonics, and had been rather put off that a broken hip had confined him to the bed of a nursing home.

"Good afternoon, Sir Evan," Hermione said as the three approached his bedside. "I'm...

"Dame Hermione Granger, here with Sir Harry and Mr. Weasley, | presume?" the old man interrupted. "So, tell me how | know you lot aren’t Death
Eaters."



The three looked at each other, slightly taken aback, before Hermione reached into her purse and retrieved her Order of Arthur badge. With their
identities thus confirmed, the three were treated to the very same stories that the nurses had proclaimed so fantastical; which they were, of course,
unless you happened to have lived in both the Muggle and magical worlds.

Evan Turnbill was card-carrying Muggle (younger brother a Hufflepuff, Class of '37) who joined the Royal Air Force at the onset of the Second World
War. He had spent the first few years as a Spitfire airplane mechanic, with an excellent service record that was nonetheless rather ordinary. That all
changed, however, when he was ordered to report to an airbase in East Anglia, along with five other men from different service branches and
fronts. A sonarman whose submarine had been ordered home just to deliver him to shore, an army attaché based in India, a tank driver, a
codebreaker, and a cook...they thought that they had absolutely nothing in common until Albus Dumbledore strode into the room in full wizarding
regalia. It was then that they realized they all were Muggle soldiers with magical siblings.

The Muggle government’s war against the Germans and Dumbledore’s battle against Grindelwald had reached a point where collaborative efforts
had been deemed necessary. Dumbledore had learned that Grindelwald, a Dark Wizard based in Bavaria, had begun to work openly with the Nazi
government. Unlike Voldemort, Grindelwald didn’t despise Muggles; in fact, he hid from wizarding world by living with the Muggles, and helped
Hitler with things like the initiation of a nuclear weapons program (theoretical physics not all that different from the study of arithmancy). Deciding to
fight fire with fire, the Muggle and magical governments of Britain had allied to develop a small, integrated team of wizard and Muggles in the know
to defeat Grindelwald and thwart Hitler's plans for world domination.

Each of the Muggle servicemen was paired with a hit wizard save for Sir Evan, who was paired with Dumbledore himself. The reason for this
pairing became clear rather quickly; Muggle skills were critical to the team’s success (much to the consternation of the Aurors). Most of their initial
missions involved information gathering; since Grindelwald was living and dressing like a Muggle in the Muggle world, English Muggles were
needed to do things like drive vehicles, coordinate clothing, and spot things that just seemed out of place.

The first attempts to side-along apparate Evan and the other Muggles behind enemy lines had been near-fatal; it was only after the King had
knighted the six Muggles and six wizards and invited them to join the Order of Arthur that they were able to get around this transportation problem.

"How did knighthood make side-alonging any easier?" Harry asked Sir Evan, as he, Hermione and Ron stood around his bedside to hear his story.
"The badge" replied Sir Evan, "is a instantaneous transportation device."

"Really?" asked Harry.

"Yes," Sir Evan said. "A very convenient way to travel. Safe for Muggles, too."

"I've never come across this in Hogwarts, A History ," frowned Hermione.

"Oh, well then it's not possible, right?" Ron chided.

"Dumbledore had said that there had been rumors of the badge’s powers, but with no living member of the Order there wasn’'t anyone to pass that
information on. Took him almost two years to find Merlin’s research journal."

He pointed towards his badge, noting that it was shaped like the sun, with twelve golden rays pointing out from an amber core (each representing a
member of the Order).

"The magical properties of each badge are activated when the user calls out the war cry used by Arthur and his round table knights," said Evan.
"What was that?"

"Well," said the elderly man, "for some reason, the cry was ‘Clarence!’...now, you see, when | used the war cry my badge was activated." He held
his badge up to reveal four of the twelve sun rays lit, one at each compass point. "My ray is the East," Sir Evan said. "You can tell it is the only one
activated because it’s brighter than the rest."

Sir Evan urged the Trio to try out their own badges, only to be disappointed by the fact that Hermione was the only one that had hers on her person.
When Hermione used the rallying cry her badge lit, with both East and South rays glowing brightly and the North and West faintly. "Ah, Dame
Hermione, so you are the South....or would you prefer six o’clock?"

"Ithink ‘South’ has a better ring to it," she said in reply.

"Now that the badge is activated you can transport to my position merely by saying the word Socioarus ."
"And I'm transported exactly to your position?" she asked with a tinge of concern.

"Well, actually, you'd end up in a safe piece of unoccupied airspace a few feet away."

"So does it work like a portkey?" asked Harry.

"I'm not sure," Sir Evan said. "Never used a portkey."

"What does it feel like when you are transported?" asked Hermione.

"Well," said Sir Evan, "it feels like you're being pulled backwards by a fishhook stuck in your navel."



"Portkey," said all three in near unison.
"Is it traceable? Does it work in places that are warded? Does it have a range limitation?"

"I'm not sure. You folks are the wizards, imagine you'd know better than me. | can tell you that back during the war we used it to travel between
England and Germany, so it works that distance at least. Beyond that, 'm not sure." He went on to explain that when a Muggle-wizard team went on
a mission the wizard would apparate to a target area, then the Muggle would use the badge to catch up with his partner. He then added that the
badges also acted as a communication device.

"Like a two-way radio?" asked Hermione.

"More like a twelve-way radio, if you wanted to talk to everyone in the Order at the same time," said Sir Evan. "To talk with a specific person, you
touch a specific ray and say "Confabulus ."

"What if you want to talk with more than one person?"

"Then you simply press a finger on each of the target rays as you say the activation word. If you are in a hurry, or wanted to create a conference call,
you can press your palm against the badge centre and contact everyone in the Order.

"Does the person you want to speak with have to have their badge activated to talk with them?"

"Yes they do. If you try to call someone whose badge is turned off, that person’s badge would vibrate and warm to the touch, so they'd know to turn it
on. The connection would be established once they say the war cry; you don’t have to say Confabulu s to receive a call."

"So it's a medieval mobile phone?" asked Harry.

"Yes, limagine you could think of it that way," said Sir Evan. "Of course, fifty years ago we didn’'t have mobiles to compare it with. Even so, there
are some advantages today to using your badge...you don’'t need to be near a transmitting tower to talk, they work inside caves and underground,
and you don’'t need to recharge a battery."

"Or worry about going over minutes," mumbled Hermione, speaking from experience.

The Trio chatted with Sir Evan for a few more minutes about his wartime experiences. Harry wanted to learn more about the missions Sir Evan
undertook by Dumbledore’s side, but the elderly knight suggested that those stories could wait for another day....particularly since they had some
new toys to play with when they returned home.

And so the three bade Sir Evan goodbye with promises to make a return visit soon.
0000000000

The conversation was rather animated on the return journey to Little Wizarding.

"Do you believe those stories that the old Muggle told?" asked Ron.

"Why shouldn’t we?" Hermione asked, "because he’s a Muggle?"

Course not," Ron replied rather defensively. "Just the idea of powerful magical devices being held in the hands of Muggles, and worse still, them
knowing about it."

"He’s a c-mug, remember?" Harry replied. "And if being around Brian and Wally these past couple of weeks have taught me anything, it's that
there’s a lot more of them and they know a lot more then | ever imagined...and that's not a bad thing."

"Why do you say that?" asked Ron. "Keeping our magical existence quiet from the Muggles has been the key to our world’s existence, hasn't it?"

"To what end, though?" Harry said. "Our Ministry seems much more interested in keeping its secrets than defeating Voldemort, and Muggle lives
are being lost as a result. I'd be different if we could handle our internal battles, well, internally, but that's not how it's working out is it?"

Ron thought about that for a second. "So if defeating Voldemort requires breaking our secrecy laws..."
"Then 'l break them," Harry replied firmly, "And anyone who wants to be a part of Clan Potter should be willing to do the same."

Ron leaned back a bit in his seat, wondering if Harry was issuing a defining challenge. "I'm with you, Harry, no worries there," he replied quickly.
"I'm just worried about having to fight Voldemort and the Ministry at the same time, especially with dad being on the other side."

"Don’t sell your dad short before he’s asked to make that choice," Hermione replied. She tried to defuse the situation by changing the subject. "So
do you think Sir Evan will be able to help us?"

"Don’t see how, given his bad hip," Ron replied.

"Think about how the badge operates, though," Hermione said. "If they work like he says, then we could always transport to his location if we ever
got into trouble, or stuck within an anti-apparition field. Assuming," she added, "that we all have our apparition licenses sometime in the next
decade or so."



"Yeah, yeah," Ron replied. "Kind of limited use, though, if it means we’d always end up in Eastleigh...without someone being badged inside Little
Wizarding...too bad we can’t get our hands on more of those things."

"Well," said Harry, "l can always talk to the Prince about getting more badges, though | think we’d have to think hard about who they'd go to. And as
for having a badge in Eastleigh but not one in Little Whinging, there’s a solution to that, isn’'t there?"

"Think he’d want to move?" Ron asked.
"In a heartbeat, if it meant spending some time with Hermione," Harry replied with a grin.

"Oh stop," Hermione said. "He’s a very nice man, and if he flirts a bit, well, at eighty-eight he can get away with it." She took a hand off the steering
wheel and, after activating the badge she was wearing over her summer jumper, touched Sir Evan’s ray.

"Oh, Sir Evan?"

"Yes, Dame Hermione, brightest ray of the sun, what can | do for you?"

Ron grinned while Hermione shook her head at him. "We were just wondering if you'd like to stay with us for a while up in Surrey."
They heard something mumbled on the other side, and a moment later Ron had company in the back seat.

"Thought you'd never ask," Sir Evan said with a frail smile, as he leaned back on the rear bench of the Bentley.
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Muggle Summer, Wizard's Fall
Queen's Wizard, Part 1 (part 1)

Disclaimer: Not my characters, no money being made, etc., etc.

Chapter 12 — Queen’s Wizard

"The wards are still up," Harry said, as the tingling sensation traveled down his spine even before Hermione had turned onto Privet Drive. "l do
hope that isn't because Aunt Petunia is still here."

The chances that the Dursleys were still in Little Whinging, and any thoughts that there would be anything "small" about the dinner celebration that
evening were quickly dispelled by the sight of the circus tent that covered a good portion of the street between Number 4 and Number 5. Hermione
parked the car just outside of a barricade set up at the end of the street. Wally and Brian were waiting for them with umbrellas and a wheelchair.

"Good evening, Sir Evan," Brian said as he opened the rear door. "Sir Harry'’'s mobile call gave us the opportunity to ready a place for you to stay.
Would you like me to take you there?"

"Not unless it has a stocked wet bar, thank you very much," Sir Evan replied. Ron rolled his eyes; the elderly knight had been badgering them to
stop at a pub ever since he had popped out of thin air and into the Bentley.

Brian smiled as he helped the elderly man into the chair and handed him an umbrella. "I believe we will be able to accommodate your request under
the tent."

As Brian pushed Sir Evan past four parked motor coaches Wally hung back to chat with the other three.

"l hope you don’'t mind our initiative," he said, "but we’re going to make Number Twelve wheelchair accessible and convert its living room for Sir
Evan’s use."

That's fine, Wally," Harry replied. "We had been talking about turning one of the houses into an infirmary...this just moves that construction schedule
up a bit." Harry crunched his eyebrows as he thought of something. "Do we have anyone lined up to take care of him?"

Wally nodded. "We had the same concern...there aren’t any c-mug geriatric nurses on MI5 %4’s payroll. But in a rather happy coincidence, one of
your guests this evening is a card-carrying registered nurse."

"And who would that be?" Harry asked.

"A Mrs. Janet Miller," Wally replied, "the Muggle mum of a Hogwarts student from Chelsea."

"Oh great," groaned Hermione, "she must be Amy Miller's mum."

"Who's that?" Harry asked.

"Third-year Ravenclaw," she replied, "and one of the more ardent members of the Harry Potter Fan Club."

Ron chuckled. "And how would know about the membership rolls of just such a club?"

Hermione blushed. "Well, 1 thought it my duty as Harry’s friend to keep tabs on what his fan girls were up to."

Harry grabbed Hermione’s and pulled her close. "And | suppose that was the only reason for joining my fan club, huh?"
"Maybe," she replied, before sticking out her tongue.

Harry tried to catch her tongue with a kiss, then laughed. "Well | suppose it’s time | break litle Amy’s heart, along with those belonging to any of the
other witches in that club that are here tonight."

Hermione’s eyes sparkled. "Who said it was only witches that fancied you?"

"Too much information," Ron yelled, covering his ears with his hands.
"Speaking of guest lists," Harry said quickly, as he turned to Wally, "I thought we agreed that tonight's dinner party was going to be small."

"Well it is, actually," Wally said with a smile, "when you compare it with the Solstice Celebration that Fred and George have planned for next
week..."

"So what about the neighbors?"
"We put them on a bus and sent them to the West End for the night...they've got tickets for the revival of Camelot ."

That wasn'’t the only clue that someone from the Muggle world had sprung the surprise, rather than the Weasley Twins. A vellow-brick road lay along



the street, leading to a tent decorated like Munchkinland. Young children in brightly-colored costumes were running around with huge lollypops in
their hands, or waiting in line for pony rides and candy floss. Their parents and older siblings were mingling under the tent and in front of a stage set
with musical instruments and loudspeakers; Harry recognized the faces of several Muggleborn Hogwarts students sprinkled within this crowd.

"Looks like Mum put her mailing list to good use," Hermione said with a smile, as they were approached by a blond wand-bearing teen that wore
white silk, corkbottle caps, and a goofy smile.

"Erm, I'm supposed to ask whether you are you a good witch, or a bad witch."

Hermione and Harry laughed, while Ron stood gobsmacked.

"Merlin, Luna, you look...you look beautiful."

"Thank you Ronald," she replied sweetly, as she walked up to him and gave him a kiss that turned Ron’s face beet-red.

Harry reached his arm around Hermione’s shoulder and hugged her close. "Oy, Weasley," he said, "save the bashful bit for the Snow White party.”

Ron overlaid befuddlement on embarrassment as Luna took his arm and led him towards the tent. A great cheer arose when the four were spotted,
and Harry, Ron and Hermione were quickly enveloped within a sea of handshakes and backslaps as thirty-seven muggle-born Hogwarts students
angled for a chance to introduce Harry to their family. It took the better part of an hour for them to meet everyone; Harry might have spent the entire
night within that crowd had Brian not saved him with word that he had another guest to meet. He led Harry, Hermione, Ron and Luna inside Number
Five, where they found the Prince of Wales and his Royal Historian chatting with Hermione’s parents.

"Oh, there you are, Sir Harry...come in, come in," the Prince said. "And this must be Dame Hermione," he said, as he kissed the back of her hand.
"It is a true honor to finally meet you, my lady."

Hermione blushed, not knowing whether she should pull her hand back, curtsy, or give some sort of formal response. "Pleased to meet you, Your
Highness," she finally replied.

Harry then introduced the Prince to Ron and Luna, and started to introduce Luna to Hermione’s parents before they stopped him with word that they
had met before the party started.

"So what brings you to Little Whinging, Your Highness?" Harry asked.

"Well, 1 did hear that there was cause to celebrate your freedom," the Prince replied. "And | as | already had a few things to discuss with you, |
thought 'd come out and do it in person.”

"How can | help you, Your Highness?"
"Now you see...there you go again," the Prince replied. "Please remember that | am the one that is supposed to be asking how | can help you."
"Erm, yes, Your Highness."

The Prince suggested that they all sit down. "Firstly," he began, "Her Majesty and | were wondering if you would join us for lunch on Tuesday. We're
having a little get together out at Windsor, before taking in a bit of racing."

"Racing...on Tuesday?" Hermione asked. "Isn’'t that the day that the Queen reopens the Royal Ascot?"

"Why, yes itis," he replied. Don’t worry...lunch won’'t be anything too large, and it’s only a short ride from the castle down onto the course.
Supposed to be nice weather, | hear."

"You...you aren’t asking us to ride in the Queen’s procession, are you?" Hermione asked incredulously, looking from the Prince over to her parents
and then back.

"Erm, yes, | am, actually," the Prince replied. "l know that it’s rather last minute, but..."
"But we aren’t royalty," stated Harry.

"Is that so, Sir Harry?" the Prince replied with a smile. "Well, perhaps we can decide that part later, then? Good. Onto the second point. |
understand that you've met with Mr. Baxter already? He’s been doing a little research for me, and we’ve come upon something that you might wish
to consider...Mr. Baxter?"

"Thank you, Your Highness," the Royal Historian replied, and he turned towards the teens. "Over the past week | have been reviewing some of the
treaties signed between the leadership of the Muggle and wizarding worlds, with particular interest on the position of Royal Wizard."

"You mean like Godric Gryffindor, when he was King’s Wizard?"

"Exactly," the historian replied. "You see, there hasn’t been a Royal Wizard for quite some time, and we weren’t sure whether the position had been
eliminated by treaty, but it turns out that it hasn’t been."

"So the Queen, if she wanted to, could appoint a Royal Wizard even today?" Harry asked.

"Yes," Baxter replied.



"What does a Royal Wizard do?" Ron asked.

"Well,the Royal Wizard was the sovereign’s representative in the wizarding world...an ambassador of sorts. They also led the wizarding forces
loyal to that king or queen, in the days when the two world hadn’t completely separated, and advised the ruler on magical issues."

"But there aren’'t any wizard forces under control of the Queen, are there?"

"No, neither directly, or under Her government," said the historian. "That right was ceded by treaty in the Sixteenth Century...but the position of
Royal Wizard wasn’t ceded...it was kept for ceremonial purposes, much like the Swiss Guards that work for the Pope."

"Which brings us around to a question for you, Sir Harry," the Prince interjected. "Her Royal Highness would be pleased to have you serve herin
that capacity.”

"What?" asked Harry. "Why?"

"Because of the advantages that come with the post, limagine," the historian said. "We understand that you have to worry about just how much
information about the wizarding world you can legally share with Her Royal Majesty and her government. As Queen’s Wizard, we do not believe that
would be anissue...there is no treaty limitation on the position's advisory role."

"So there’s an exception to the secrecy regulations for Royal Wizards, so long as it's the Queen he’s talking to?" Harry asked.

"Again, that is our interpretation," the historian said. "The Royal Wizard is also allowed to use magic to support and defend the Crown, and there is
no limitation made based on the age of the wizard."

"So you think that if | were Queen’s Wizard that | wouldn’'t have to wait six more weeks to use a wand legally?" Harry said. "Sounds like an attractive
offer...Hermione, any drawbacks that you can see?"

The bushy-haired witch thought for a moment. "Besides the obvious political fallout?" she asked. "Can’t imagine Scrimgeour will be too happy
about you working for the Queen instead of him. It would also probably limit your future career options...forget working for the Ministry, or as an
Auror."

"The pay is pretty good, if that is an issue," the Prince said with a smile. "Although we were also considering combining the ceremony with an
investiture for the new Lord Gryffindor, and that would certainly involve some additional financial resources...."

"I'm not worried about money," Harry said, "l would like to be able to do something interesting after all of this, though...limagine that | could always
track down Dark Wizards in defense of the British Empire, right?"

Hermione turned to the historian. "Was Albus Dumbledore asked to be King’s Wizard during the war?"

"As a matter of fact he was," the Prince replied. "Unfortunately, he felt that his first loyalty had to be to Hogwarts. Of course, that didn’t stop him from
acting as a de facto advisor," he said with a smile, "Or from leading the Order of Arthur....oh, that's right. | almost forgot. As Queen’s Wizard you
would have control of the remaining eight badges...l understand that they might be useful when placed in the right hands."

"Yes, | imagine that they would," said Harry, thinking furiously. "l hope this doesn’t offend you, Your Highness, but it sounds like some of this is
based on treaty interpretations by your staff. Not that | doubt your skills, Mr. Baxter, but | might want to get a second opinion from a wizard barrister."

"No offense taken, my boy," the historian said. "That does sound like a prudentidea."

"Il take that as a provisional yes, then," the Prince said, "and trust that you'll be able to establish a legal opinion from your side in the near future?"
"Il try to be quick about it, Your Highness," Harry said.

"Excellent. Thenit's time to head out to the tent and celebrate. Dame Hermione's parents have arranged for a splendid band to play tonight."
As the group headed back to the tent Harry grabbed his girlfriend’s hand and held her back.

"Hermione," he asked, "you know how I talked about breaking some Fan Club hearts tonight?"

"Yes," she replied with a slight smile.

"Well, I've been having second thoughts."

"What about, Mr. Potter?" she said with a tinge of concern.

Harry quickly realized the multiple meanings of his last comment. "Not about us!" he quickly reassured her. "It's about...about whether we should
keep our relationship a secret. And no, it's not because I'm not proud to be your boyfriend, or afraid of Ginny, but...."

"But what, Harry?"
"Well, 'm afraid that it would be too dangerous for you if word got out that you were my girifriend."

"You mean closer than | already was, or in more danger than | already was?" Hermione asked incredulously. "Harry, 'm already marked, probably
number two on their hit list, since 'm a Muggleborn, and our friendship’s been no secret. And | mean, really, they've already tried to kill my parents



and take me out, how much worse could it get?"

"Are you sure?" Harry asked skeptically.

"Are you sure you don't want to see who else is enrolled in your Fan Club?"

"Yes, 'm sure," Harry said with a bright smile and a quick kiss. "Have it your way, then... just don’t say | didn’'t warn you."
"Whatever do you mean, Harry?"

"Oh, nothing," the teen-aged wizard replied with a smirk.

They got to the tent just as his girlfriend's mum had stepped up to a microphone at the front of the stage.

"Good evening, everyone, I'd like to welcome you all here this evening," she began. "My name is Emily Granger, Chief Information Officer for the
Fawkes Foundation, and, more importantly, Hermione Granger's mum." (cheers and laughs from the crowd). "The band will be starting up in a few
minutes, but before that | have a few announcements to make."

"Those families that that requested mobile telephones or laptop computers can pick them up at the back of the tent. There are also sign-up sheets
there for anyone who needs high-speed internet connections installed, or computer lessons."

"Secondly, the summer lecture series ‘Muggles ‘R Us’will kick off next Thursday, with a presentation by Robert Baxter from the British Museum
titled ‘Merlin’s Legacy.’ Place and time will be posted this weekend on the muggleborn.com website. Which reminds me...if anyone hasn’t gotten
their secure login codes yet please see me before the end of night."

"And last, I'd like to ask that each family introduce themselves to their club leaders this evening. We are hoping that each club meets sometime in
the next week or two. Now, we’ve already heard from a few students that wish to be in the same group with best friends or housemates, but we ask
that everyone give theie assignments a go. Groupings were based on geography, but we also made it a point to see that each club has different
houses and years represented. Remember kids, on this side of Platform 9 % you've all been sorted into the same house."

"And now, I'd like to turn the microphone over to a very special guest. Please give a warm Little Wizarding welcome to His Royal Highness, the
Prince of Wales."

The Prince strode up onto the stage, producing a raucous round of cheering. While Harry looked on with no small amount of apprehension, the
Prince began to speak.

"On behalf of Her Majesty’'s Government and the residents of Little Wizarding I'd like to thank all of you for coming out to this event. We are here to
celebrate a liberation of sorts...not just Harry's liberation from his tyrannical relatives, but the liberation of all of us from the tyranny of isolation and
fear."

After the cheers and clapping subsided he continued.

"But perhaps | should step back and explain why | am here this evening. Two weeks ago, when I first met an amazing young man named Harry
Potter, | was reminded that | am heir to the throne of all of Great Britain, and not just its Muggle bits."

That comment drew laughs from the crowd.

"Now there are some who believe that Her Majesty's government has no interest in protecting British witches and wizards from magical threats, but
I think that this is rubbish. Young witches and wizards do not forfeit their rights as citizens of the United Kingdom upon their entry to Hogwarts...and
the most basic of those rights is the expectation that their government will protect them from all threats, be they external, internal, Muggle or
magical."

"Some might argue that the wizarding community has the resources to handle magical threats on its own, and that the Muggle government of Great
Britain should mind its own business. Well, it is the unfortunate truth that over the past year the wizarding community has been unable to thwart the
Dark Wizard and his minions. The evil one who fancies himself Lord Voldemort has even purposely attacked Muggles in an attempt to reach his
intended goals. While we have no intention of getting in the way of the Ministry of Magic’s efforts, neither will Her Majesty’'s government stand idly by
in the hope that things will get better on their own."

"And this is where all of you, this young man, and this community enter into the story. 'm sure that most of you have heard the story of Harry Potter,
of how he has seemingly been destined since birth to face Lord Voldemort. In the short time that | have known him, he has done nothing to diminish
my confidence that he is up to this task, but he can not do it alone. Her Majesty’s government has made certain resources available to him for this
fight, but this help alone is not sufficient. It is up to all of us, and all of you, to do whatever you can to help him in this fight. It is my hope that you will
consider any help you give him to be as if you were giving it to the Crown itself. And it is my expectation that even in the darkest of days, you will all
display the stoic resolve and strength that is at the very heart of what it means to be British."

The Prince then decided that it was time for Harry to make a few remarks. Saying that he wasn't used to being a warm-up act but that in this case it
was entirely appropriate, he pulled Harry up onto the stage. The young wizard looked as if he’d rather face Voldemort than a live microphone.

"Well, erm...look, 'm pants at giving speeches," he began, "so | hope you're not expecting anything fancy coming out of my mouth." Sprinkles of
laughter arose from the crowd. "It's great seeing so many of my schoolmates here. Looks like we have a few Gryffindors here tonight (cheer), not to
mention Ravenclaws (cheer) and Hufflepuffs (cheer)...if anyone out there is from Slytherin House (jeers and catcalls), the Death Eater’s Friday-night
Fish Fry is next street over (big laugh)."



"llove seeing all of you with your families, because that's what this is all about," Harry continued. "lt;s what the work of the Fawkes Foundation is all
about. | want all of the Hogwarts students out there to think about your parents, and brothers and sisters. If you think we live our lives in the Twilight
Zone, what about them? When they're at work and a co-worker starts bragging about their son’s play on the pitch what can they say...yeah, but you
should see what my kid can do with a broom?" (laugh). When the neighbors bring around pictures of their children dressed for school socials can
ours share moving pictures of us in our dress robes? (someone shouted "No great loss for Weasley," to the crowd’s amusement). While we're
away at school its the parents that have to always watch what they say, or do, to keep our world secret, and up to now they've had to shoulder that
responsibility pretty much on their own. If the Fawkes Foundation can do anything to help support our families, to ease the burden they carry...
through a network of Muggleborns and their families, then it will be an investment well made."

"The Prince talked about the challenge we face tonight. In a perfect world Voldemort would have no power. In a slightly less perfect world, the
Ministry of Magic would be powerful enough to handle him. But we all know the reality....and we also know that on its own the Muggle government
would find it hard to defeat a dark wizard. This is why a third way is so necessary...a path along which muggles and wizards march side by side,
with those allied against the Dark forces."

"I've seen some amazing things these past weeks, and imagined amazing possibilities....Muggles and wizards collaborating in ways unthinkable
for those blinded by narrow minds and racist attitudes. It's enough to give a skinny young kid with hopeless hair some hope. And | can’t begin to say
how much | appreciate all of the help and support I've received....from the Prince to the Grangers to all of you. It's been...well, it's been brilliant.”

"There’s lots more we could talk about, but that’s what IM’ing is for, isn’t it? (laughs)...l just want to end by saying one thing more...Hermione, will
you come up here?"

The crowd cheered and whistled while Harry held his hand out to a very embarrassed-looking witch. He pulled her up on stage and spun around to
face the crowd, wrapping an arm around her shoulder.

"You know," Harry said, "there’s a prediction out there that Lord Voldemort will be defeated by a power he knows not. Headmaster Dumbledore
thought it was love, but it's also entirely possible that it is the power of Muggles. That was a bit of a riddle for me...as Ilook for all of the advantages |
can get to defeat Old Tom; what should I look for....love, or a Muggle?"

Harry looked at Hermione, who was giving him a very high eyebrow. "Well," he continued, " I'd like to announce tonight that I've found an answer to
that riddle. Killing two birds with one stone, I've fallen in love with the smartest and prettiest Muggleborn witch that | know — Hermione Jane
Granger."

At that very moment, while the crowd went wild with applause and wolf whistles and cries ("About time, Potter" being quite popular) Harry pulled
Hermione towards him and planted a long, full kiss on her lips. That only incited the crowd to louder cheering. When they broke the lip lock,
Hermione, her cheeks bright red, leaned over and whispered into his ear.

"You are going to get so lucky tonight, Potter."
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Saturday, June 16

Little Whinging, Surrey

“Ouch!...erm, morning Luna,” Harry stammered, as he blotted spilt coffee. “Did we miss giving you the belt?”

The blonde-haired teen entered Number Four’s kitchen wearing the same red “Clan Potter” dressing gown that Harry was wearing. Except that hers
was hanging open over a skimpy mid-drift baring camisole and bright-red knickers.

She reached into the robe’s pockets and pulled out the ends of its sash. “No...is that a problem?” she asked with a bit of concern. “I like to air out
my navel in the morning...keeps the nargle larvae from nesting, you know.”

“Erm, no...that's fine,” Harry said. “Im glad to see that you feel comfortable here...it’s just that in the Muggle world, erm, well...we usually wear
something over our knickers when we’re in mixed company...unless we're more than just good friends.”

“Oh....sorry,” Luna replied as she quickly tied her robe closed. “l thought that it wasn’t any different than Muggle swimming costumes.”

“You're right,” Harry replied, trying not to make his house guest feel bad. “Guess that it's one of those Muggle customs...location is everything, |
guess....Say, our morning run is at seven...maybe you brought some shorts and you could join us?”

Luna’s eyes brightened back up. “Ididn’t, but | can transfigure some...be right back.” Harry poured a cup of coffee for Luna while she ran back
upstairs to change. She returned with a skin-tight t-shirt and a bra-less bounce in her step, forcing Harry to very carefully place his coffee mug on the
counter top. Choosing to say nothing, he wondered just how many other surprises were in store for Luna’s visits to Little Wizarding.

“You're up early...weren’t able to sleep?” he asked.
“Ronnie sure snores a lot, doesn’t he?” Luna replied. “I could hear them clear across the hall...how do you get any sleep at all in the same room?”

“Six years of practice,” Harry replied with a grin. “It's actually gotten better, if you can believe that. Hermione convinced him to start wearing a
Muggle breathing strip across his nose at night.”

“Maybe it will get better once we start sleeping together,” Luna said.



“Erm, yes...well, perhaps it will,” Harry said, forcing something out of his mouth besides sprayed liquids.

Luna plopped down on a kitchen table chair. “Unless, of course, you and Ron prefer sleeping together.”

Harry's head snapped back a bit in shock. “Luna, Ron and | sleep in the same room, but we’re not sleeping together.”
“Oh...what'’s the difference?”

“Well...wait, you really don't know, do you?” he asked.

“Don’'t know what?” Luna replied, confusion clearly displayed on her face.

“When Muggles talk about two people sleeping together, they really mean that they are shagging.”

“Oh...well if that's the case why don’t they just say shag instead of sleep?”

“Erm...good question...usually if two people share a bed they're also shagging...unless you listen to Uncle Vernon, of course,” Harry replied with a
grin.

“So Muggles only shag when they're asleep? Where’s the fun in that?”

“Erm, well... I guess it’s just the most private place to, erm...” Harry caught sight of somebody walking down the hall. “Good morning, Hermione.”
“Most private place to do what?” Hermione asked, rubbing sleep from her eyes.

“Oh, Harry and | were just talking about sleeping together,” Luna said matter-of-factly.

“Excuse me?”

“We were talking about the phrase ‘sleeping together’ and how it means more than just sharing a kip,” Harry replied quickly.

“Oh,” Hermione said, as she looked at Luna and Harry with furrowed brow. “And exactly how did this topic of conversation take place?”

“l told Harry that Ron’s snoring might get better if he slept with me.”

Wondering whether it really was that innocent, Hermione decided to change topics. “So what got you out of bed so early, Harry?”

“Couldn’'t sleep,” he said wearily. “A bit excited after all of last night’s fun, and | knew | had a stack of papers to go through.” He had in fact been
reviewing an emancipation document that legally severed his Aunt and Uncle’s custodial rights over him.

The teen-aged wizard's mobile chirped. He fished it out of his pocket, pushed the correct button, and said, "Hullo?"
“Good morning, Sir Harry, sorry that it's so early.”
“That’s fine, Wally, we were already up,” Harry replied. “What’s going on?”

“There was an accident in London last night that might be of interest to you. A man was struck by a lorry and taken to hospital. The report caught the
eye of one of my colleagues when it was noted that the victim was wearing some sort of purse tied to his belt.”

“A wizard, eh?” Harry asked.

“Well, | wasn’t sure until they e-mailed me some pictures of the crime scene. After all, I've been known to carry a purse around myself now and then.
But the style it was so...erm, medieval...it just simply screamed wizard...no offense,” Wally added quickly.

“None taken,” Harry replied with a smile. “How is this bloke doing?”

“Just came out of surgery about two hours ago...still in a bad way, though,” Wally said. “lt happens now and again that a John Doe is really a Merlin
Doe, and there are protocols in place for notifying your wizard hospital, but...I thought I'd forward a head shot to you first, since the man is the same
height and weight as that Mundungus chap you asked us to be on the look-out for.”

Harry's heart jumped a beat. “Sure...send me the photo and I'll take a look.”
“It's already been sent...remember how to check your e-mail using the mobile?”

“Yeah, hang on.” Harry pushed a button to place Wally's call on “hold,” then changed screens and punched a few more buttons to get to his in-box,
where the message was waiting. He opened the attached jpeg, and squinted when the upper torso of the accident victim filled the mobile’s display
screen.

“What do you think, Hermione?” Harry asked, handing her the device.
“Hard to tell with all that blood splatter,” she replied, “but it could be him.”

“Let’s check it out then,” Harry replied.



Hermione nodded and toggled back to the call, letting Wally know that Harry and she wanted to make an identification in person.
“He’s bringing the car around,” she said, after ending the call and returning Harry's mobile.

He nodded and turned towards Luna, “Would it be alright if we left you here with Ron for a few hours?” he asked.

“Fine with me,” the blonde witch replied with a dreamy looking look. “Gives me the chance to work on his snoring problem.”
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Hermione leaned forward over the rear-facing bench. “Wally, 'm sorry but would you mind terribly if we rolled the divider up?”

“That’s why it's there, Dame Hermione” Wally replied with a smile. “We’ll be at hospital in about thirty minutes.” He then saved her the trouble and
raised the opaque divider between front and rear seats. Hermione leaned back, then stretched out on the bench facing Harry.

She turned a wide yawn into a smile. “Merlin, I'm still sleepy...I could use a kip.”

Harry chuckled. “Gee, | wonder why,” he replied with a bit of cheek. He then surprised Hermione by pouncing on top of her. “Need a blanket?”
“Got your hopes up after Luna’s comments, Harry?”

Harry reached down and pulled an errant strand of her hair back from her face.

“No,” he replied, “I've had those hopes for a little while now.”

“Since when?” Hermione asked.

“Since the last time | was stretched out in this motorcar.”

Hermione paused for a second to process, then squinted a bit when she arrived at an answer. After squinting she gave Harry a good sock in the
arm.

“l thought you were sleeping when | was dressing down your Aunt!”

Harry grinned. “Kind of hard to sleep through the thunderstorm that you were brewing.”
“Oh,” she said quietly. “Guess | did get a little worked up.”

“So do you think we could do it?” Harry asked.

“Do what?”

“Watch each other’s backs through the night.”

“Depends on whether you sleep on your side,” Hermione replied.

“What about your parents?”

“I'm more worried about Ron,” she said.

“Looks like Luna might be a help there,” Harry said. “So when do you want to try?”
“Think you can behave yourself until third date?”

“Does last night count?”

“Erm...yes, I think so,” Hermione said with a smile. “But that's only one, and next time 'm expecting you to do the planning, not Mum.”

“Fair enough, | guess,” Harry said, mustering all of the sincerity he could gather at that moment, “I think that | can...that is, if you think you can keep
your hands off of me.”

“My hands?” Hermione asked, with a sparkle in her eye. She shoved her two hands down the rear pockets of Harry’s trousers and gave a firm
squeeze. “After last night...you're the one worrying about my hands?”

“You didn’t seem to mind.”
Hermione raised her head up and gave Harry's nose a quick peck. “No, 1 didn’t, did I?”
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Mundungus Fletcher had never smelled a room as sterile as the one within which he regained consciousness. It was quite unnerving...almost as
unnerving as the fact that his eyes were almost completely wrapped in white gauze and that he was breathing through a tube that was shoved down
his throat.



“Why Dung, you are alive...so nice to see you again, though | dare say I've never seen you quite so....clean.”
The injured wizard tried, but failed, to turn his head towards the voice.

“Whoa, watch it there, Dung...the doctors have your necked braced for a reason...what... what's that? Oh yes, and the tube is there because you
weren’t breathing too well without it. You see, for some reason, these Muggle doctors actually think your sorry excuse for a life is worth saving.”

Dung’s eyes were able to move, and once they regained their ability to resolve the image that was presently hovering above his face the result
wasn’t very encouraging.

“Yes, Dung, it's me, Harry...you know, the kid you left to Dementors while you were off pawning stolen goods...the kid whose mansion you stole
from...and before you try to apparate, don’t bother...you’ve been ankled with an anti-app bracelet.”

Dung could barely feel something around one of his legs, but was in no position to see what it was.

“So here’s the situation. The Muggles found you left for dead after being struck by a lorry outside of a pawn shop. Your head’s a right mess, and
your brain is still so swollen that the doctors think they'll have to operate again....yes, Dung...again. They've already drilled a few holes into your
skull to reduce the swelling.”

The scruffy thief didn’t think that doctor’s trying to save his life could have anything to do with drills and his skull.
“Nurse tells me that if they have to go back in it won't be drills, this time but a saw.”
Dung’s eyes narrowed in fright.

“Oh, now Dung, | knew you'd be worrying about that, so | thought | help ease your concerns. Nurse let me borrow one of the tools they'd be using.”
Harry held a small battery-operated rotary saw over the patients’s head that was about the size of an electric toothbrush, with a 5¢cm diameter
circular saw blade held perpendicular to the grip.

“See these Muggles, they use technology to make things so much smaller, and quieter,” Harry explained. “Would you like a demonstration?” Harry
pressed a button on the handle and the circular blade began to twirl with a soft, but high-pitched whine that had Dung’s full attention.

“Of course, you wouldn’t need all of the knives and drills and saws cutting into your body if you were at St. Mungo’s, now would you? So | have a
simple proposition...I'm going have the doctors take that tube out of your mouth, and you're going to tell me where | can find a locket that you took
from the Black mansion. Then we’re going to get it, and when we do, I'll see to it that the healers at St. Mungo’s fix you up.”

“Deal...or no deal?”
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Three hours later, Harry returned to Dung’s hospital room with Hermione and Wally by his side and the real Slytherin’s locket in the front pants
pocket opposite the one which contained the fake.

“Well, wonders never cease, it was right where you told me it was...and | only had to pay two hundred quid to get it back.”
“I may be a thief,” Mundungus said weakly, “but 'm no liar.”

Harry walked over to the bed and pulled the tape off of the magazine that had been wrapped around Dung’s leg. Dung’s eyes went wide as Harry
showed it to him and Wally began to wheel the hospital bed out to a waiting ambulance for the ride to St. Mungo’s.

“Well F'm no thief,” Harry said, “but | have been known to stretch the truth some times myself. Guess we’ll have to call it even.”
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Harry and Hermione had hoped to test their badge’s ability to transport them across Little Wiz's goblin wards, but Ron wasn’t answering their call.
Sir Evan, of course, had his badge available for what turned out to be a successful test.

The return trip to Number Four wasn’t quite as successful, from a time efficiency standpoint. First was the fifteen minute chat with Sir Evan, who was
thrilled with his new accommodations now that his things had been packed up and delivered from the nursing home in Eastleigh. Then there was
the meeting with Nurse Miller and her entire family, who had returned to Little Whiz that morning to look at the possibility of moving into Number
Twelve, at least for the summer. Once they got out to the street, they were met by Hermione’s parents, who wanted to talk about how well the party
had gone, and give word that three additional muggle-born families had already expressed interest in moving to Little Wiz.

It was some sixty minutes after their “instantaneous” arrival on Privet Drive that Harry and Hermione entered the front door of Number Four. They
found the house empty, save for Ron and the Xbox. He informed them that Luna had floo’d back to her house to pack her things, having secured her
father’s permission to accept Harry's offer for her to stay with them in Little Wiz. Brian had driven out to the Lovegood residence to help with the
transport, having decided that it be safer if the Luna’s move was "muggled." This rather conveniently allowed the Trio to talk about horcrux disposal.

Harry was inclined to immediately make the trip to Hogwarts and the Chamber of Secrets to find a loose basilisk fang lying about to smash upon
the horcrux. Hermione, after scolding Harry a bit for his typical impetuousness, suggested that it would be prudent to wait until the Twins were able
to furnish them with the protective dragon hide body suits that they’d ordered. She also pointed out that Harry still couldn’t legally use magic (at least
where it could be detected), and that there wasn’'t much downside if they waited until things were properly prepared...except, of course, for the fact
that waiting would mean that they'd have a little piece of Lord Voldemort's soul to constantly safeguard.



The three spent some time balancing the pros and cons of waiting to attempt to destroy the horcrux before Harry struck upon the idea of asking MI-
5 % to hide the locket until they were ready to dispose of it. Ron initially scoffed at the idea of Muggles having a place secure enough, but Hermione
came to Harry's aid, pointing out that it would be hard to find a place less secure than when the locket was in Mundungus’s possession.

And so, after transfiguring a breakfast cereal box into a wooden chest and securing the locket with Hermione’s most intricate charm work, Harry
tucked the horcrux under his arm and they walked across the street to Number Five, where Wally promised to “Indiana Jones” the container (until
such time as Harry wanted it back). The secret agent subsequently promised to deliver a DVD of “Raiders of the Lost Ark” so that Ron would
understand the movie reference.

Harry told Ron and Hermione that he had some business stuff that he needed to discuss with her Dad, and suggested that he’d catch up with them
in a bit. He then walked up to Number Five’s operations center, where Mr. Granger was taking his turn monitoring the neighborhood’s surveillance
system.

The black-haired wizard knocked on the open door. “Mr. Granger, do you have a few minutes?” he asked.
Roger Granger swiveled around on his chair and gave Harry a smile. “Of course, Son, have a seat.”

“Thanks,” Harry replied, as he sat down and focused on the questions and statements that he’d been rehearsing in his mind for most of the day.
“Erm, wanted to say thanks again for the party last night...it was brilliant.”

“It was nothing, Harry....and everything that you deserved to celebrate."

Harry took a breath. “Mr. Granger, I'd like to...erm...wanted you to know...well, F'm hoping that you aren’t too concerned about the feelings |
expressed last night about your daughter.”

The dentist-turned-secret agent smiled. “Why would Emily and | be concerned? We already knew how you two felt about each other, and what you
said was...well Emily for one thought it was sweet.”

“Erm, thanks,” Harry replied. “l guess | just wanted to reassure you that, even with the Dursleys gone that you can trust me with your daughter and
her, erm...virtue.”

Roger squinted just a bit and nodded almost imperceptibly, finally understanding the reason for Harry's visit.
“Worrying what we might think now that you two have an unchaperoned run of Number Four?” he asked.
The teen-ager nodded.

“Harry,” Mr. Granger replied, “what | said two weeks ago still holds true. We trust you with Hermione’s life, and everything that goes with it. We’ve
trusted Hermione to make wise decisions for longer than that. Nothing you two have done since that time has shaken that trust.”

“l appreciate that, Mr. Granger, it's just that you might think that...especially now with Ron and Luna there, well...”

Roger chuckled. “Harry, | appreciate the fact that you were concerned enough to come talk to me. Not too many teenaged boys would do that. But
we trust you two to do what you think is right for the both of you. Fact is that both of you are full of virtue, and that's not going to change regardless of
whatever happens in your relationship.”

The teen-aged wizard couldn’t believe what he was hearing and his faced showed as much.

“Harry," Roger continued, “you and Hermione live in a dangerous world at a particularly dangerous time. Emily and | have already talked about this,
and given a choice, we’d frankly feel better knowing you two were watching each other’s back night and day...and | do mean night and day. Am |
making myself clear?”

The Boy-Who-Lived stood, and nodded as he reached out his hand.
“Thank you, Mr. Granger, | promise not to let you down.”

Roger shook Harry's hand, placing his other on the boy's shoulder. “l know, Son...I know.”
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Hours later, a waning moon cast light onto four intertwined feet at the base of a four poster bed.

“Harry,” Hermione said, while looking back over her shoulder, “don’t you want to snuggle some more?”

“I promised your dad I'd watch your back,” her boyfriend replied, as he traced his fingertips over her gown-covered shoulder blade.

Hermione turned so quickly that Harry didn’t have time to move his hand away as it was dragged onto her chest. “Harry Potter, you didn’t tell my
father that we were thinking about this, did you?”

“Of course not...he was too busy talking about something called ‘plausible deniability.



Hermione slapped at Harry's chest. “Merlin, he did what? And you really were talking about this weren’t you?”
“I'm sorry, Hermione, but | just had to,” Harry replied.

His girlfriend smiled, then pulled Harry's head in for a languid kiss. “Well whatever you said must have been reassuring, else we’'d have seen Dad
camped outside our door.”

“Of course it was,” Harry replied, “it wasn't like | was asking for permission to ask you to marry me.”
Hermione giggled. “Well that’s good to know.”

Harry gave her an evil grin. “Saving that question for next week.”

Chapter 13 - Field Appointment

Sunday, June 17, 7:02pm
Little Wizarding, Surrey

Nymphadora Tonks took delight in showing her boss how to use a doorbell.

“Head Auror Robards, thank you for coming on such short notice,” Harry said, after he opened the front door. He shook the man’s hand, and led the
two into the living room. “Let’s see...you know the Headmistress, of course, and you have met Hermione. This is my good friend Ron Weasley and
this is...”

“Remus, good to see you again,” the Head Auror interrupted, as he nodded towards Lupin.
“Would you like something to drink, Head Auror?” Hermione asked. “We have pumpkin juice, butterbeer, some muggle iced tea...”
“No thank you, Miss Granger,” the wizard replied.

“Sorry about that bounce and subsequent walk that you just took,” Harry said. “We didn’t know that our new security wards would keep you from
using your personal portkey until you just tried.”

The Head Auror nodded curtly. “l have to admit that | was rather surprised...the only other place that 'm aware of with that kind of warding is

Gringott’s.

“Yes, well...we just consulted with the...erm, security advisors...who helped install the wards. Apparently | can authorize portkey use by members of
the Clan and Clan Friends. We can put you on this list...assuming, of course, that you would want to be one or the other.”

The Head Auror gave Harry a confused stare, then turned to Headmistress McGonagall.
“Minerva, what's going on?”

The Headmistress smiled, “Gawain, while | am his wizard guardian for a few more weeks, we are on Muggle territory, and it is my understanding
that under Muggle laws Clan Chief Potter is an emancipated minor. In any event he can speak for himself.”

“Clan Chief?” the Head Auror asked.

“My barrister filed the papers at the Ministry last week,” Harry replied nonchalantly. “Guess with all of the bureaucracy word hadn’t gotten around
yet...but if it's alright with you, Head Auror, I'd like to defer further talk on this issue and get to the matter that led to our request for this meeting?”

The Auror nodded, as Harry got down to business.

“This afternoon, at approximately 4:15pm, we caught Peter Pettigrew scouting around the backyard of this house in his animagus form. Twenty
minutes later we obliviated and released him.”

“You did what?” the Head Auror asked. “You do realize that it was at your insistence that Pettigrew had been placed on the ‘Most Wanted Wizards'
list, don’'t you?”

“Mr. Potter likely had very good reasons for doing what he did,” Headmistress McGonagall interjected. “And I'm sure that he will be happy to share
them with us.”

“Ina manner, yes,” Harry replied. “But if it's all the same I'd rather show you what happened, so that you can offer your own opinions on what was
said and done.” He drew his wand from his back pocket as Ron brought the pensieve out from behind a chair.

“Mr. Potter, | assume you've placed the Muggles in this house out of earshot?” the Head Auror asked.

Harry smirked at the Head Auror as he placed his wand tip on his temple. “Rest assured, they are well out of earshot...now close your eyes for a
second will you? | wouldn’t want to get into trouble for underage wand use.”



Robards responded with a gruff “Just get on with it,” as Harry pulled a silvery wisp of a memory from his head and placed it into the pensieve.
“Is it safe to jump in,” McGonagall asked, “or should we just look?”
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“You'll see more if you jump,” Ron replied. “I'll hang back to keep a watch while Harry and Hermione join you to answer your questions.”

Twenty minutes later six witches and wizards returned from their journey into the recent past. Ron greeted them with butterbeers. “So what did you
think?” he asked.

The Head Auror took a healthy swig from his bottle. “l think that we have a lot to think about.”
“Were we wrong to assume that in exchange for canceling the life debt that Wormtail's word was good?” Hermione asked.
“No, I think that you worded the agreement quite carefully,” Remus replied. “I might have held on to that debt for a better deal, but...”

“It was worth it if what he told us was true,” Harry replied. “Besides, he merely exchanged one debt for another owed to Hermione...without her
intervention | would have killed him on the spot.”

“Pettigrew might have thought he was telling the truth about this plan...” Remus mused.

“We’ve considered the possibility that he’d been intentionally fed misinformation,” Hermione replied. “And we’ve sketched out a plan that we think
will keep us and the Ministry safe, evenifitis a ruse.”

Head Auror Robards stepped into the discussion. “I find it difficult to believe that the Death Eaters have cells within any Ministry department, much
less the Auror corps. | devised the constant vigilance program myself.”

“Gawain,” McGonagall replied gently, “nobody in this room questions your skills, but remember whom we are dealing with. After all, they were able
to hide a polyjuiced Death Eater under Dumbledore’s nose for almost a year.”

The Auror paused in thought for a minute. “So, Mr. Potter, what are your plans?”

Harry looked at Ron and Hermione before giving the Head Auror a grim looking smile. “Well for starters, | plan on accepting an invitation from the
Queen...”
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Monday, June 18, 4:00pm
Little Whinging, Surrey

“Mum, | have absolutely nothing to wear for tomorrow!”

Emily Granger couldn’'t choke off a laugh as Luna Lovegood helped her daughter rummage furiously through her bedroom closet. “Hermione, |
never thought I'd ever hear you say something so charmingly teenagerish, particularly given circumstances.”

Hermione talked over her shoulder. “Well it's not everyday that you're invited to dine with the Queen and sit in the Royal Enclosure on the opening
day at Ascot, is it?”

Emily nodded sympathetically as Luna pulled the blue evening gown out that Hermione had worn at her knighting ceremony. “Maybe you could
transfigure this one?”

“Thought of that,” Hermione said, “but 'm pants at altering, and even if | weren’t, |don’t have a clue what | should be wearing...besides a hat, of
course. At least you've got that one covered, Luna.”

“Oh, 'm not sure about that,” Luna said. “Ron made me promise to keep it quiet amongst the Muggles, and it does have a mind of its own.”

Hermione berated herself for not knowing exactly what to wear to the event. There had to be a book on the subject, but she’d been too busy
worrying about defeating Voldemort to read Vogue . With all of the humility she could muster, she finally decided to take her mother’s suggestion
and ask for some outside help.

Exactly seventy-two minutes later, Wally whisked Luna and Hermione into a small dress shop on a fashionable street in London’s West End. He
introduced them to the shop’s owner, an old friend he had worked with at the Royal Household. “Do their beauty justice, Helen,” Wally instructed,
“they’ll be in the Royal Box, so they'll have to look good on camera.”

“Cameras?” Hermione asked.

“Of course,” the seamstress replied. “The Royal Ascot’s always televised, and there’s a lot of interest this year with the new grandstand opening up.
It'll be something like 60 different countries, 25 million viewers, if you can believe the newspapers.”

Hermione looked nervously over at Luna.

“If anybody asks,” she warned, “your lion hat runs on batteries.”
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Tuesday, June 19, 10:30am
Little Whinging, Surrey

Roger Granger adjusted the knot in Ron’s tie as they waited for the girls to emerge from Hermione’s bedroom. “Funny you don’'t know how to tie
one of these,” he told Ron. “It is part of your school uniform, isn't it?”

Harry laughed as he stood before a mirror and tucked some unruly strands of hair under his black top hat. “Little Muggle boys have clip-ons, little
wizards have self-knotting ties.”

“Sod off,” Ron said, just as Emily and Wally walked down the stairs.

“Oh don’t you two look handsome,” said Wally, who, as part of their security detail, was also dressed in a morning suit. “They're coming right down,
and Hermione’s a little self-conscious, so help out, will you?” Harry didn't have time to reassure Wally on that point, as Luna had just turned the
corner of the stairs. She wore a tan short-sleeved silk jacket over a tea length strapless blue silk dress, accessorized by her cork-bottle necklace
and lion hat.

Ron exclaimed, “Luna...you look erm...really, really nice.”

“Thank you, Ronald,” Luna replied breezily as she twirled around once before him and gave him a quick peck on the cheek. “And you look rather
handsome, in a Muggle sort of way, yourself.”

It was Harry’s turn to gaze with amazement as Hermione somewhat nervously walked down the stairs. She wore a sea foam tea length sleeveless
dress that sported a pleasing (at least to Harry) display of décolletage. Her cleavage was partially concealed by her Order of Arthur badge, which
hung loosely the end of a thick platinum link chain. Covering the dress was a sheer long-sleeved overlay that buttoned closed at the neck and flared
out towards the floor, floating out behind her like a gossamer cape. In deference to her profession, she wore a pointed witch hat that had been
transfigured to match her dress color. The brim had been enlarged a bit, so that it flopped down rather stylishly in the front. Large flowers were
arranged about her hat, held in place by a familiar looking green vine.

“Devil's Snare?” Harry asked.

Hermione smiled as she ran her hands down Harry’s lapels and rubbed Harry’'s badge, which (like Ron’s) was pinned to his suit jacket. “Thank you,
Sir Harry, you look handsome too.” She then waved off Harry's apology with the comment that his eyes had, once again, betrayed his thoughts. As it
was raining lightly outside, Emily Granger shooed the four teenagers into the living room for pictures using both Muggle and magical cameras.

“So are we all armed and dangerous?” asked Ron afterwards, as he pulled his wand and a shrunken down broom out of his suit jacket. Harry tilted
his head back until he felt the tip of the sword hilt that was strapped to his back, then reached under his shirt collar and carefully pulled his sword out
and over his head. “'m so glad Fred and George found this magical scabbard for me,” he said, as he used his other hand to open his jacket and
reveal both his wand and shrunken-down Firebolt. He then tipped his head forward and caught the brim of his top hat as it flipped off of his head.
He looked down at all of the objects stored within it. “Same with McGonagall's work on this hat...can’t imagine my rucksack being considered an
appropriate accessory for the day.”

“At least you three have solid concealment,” said Hermione, as Luna pulled her wand out from a sheath concealed by one of her sleeves. Lacking
similar opacity about her upper torso, Hermione tucked two fingers into a hidden seam on the side of her dress and pulled down. The sound of
ripping Velcro was heard as she exposed her right thigh and a garter belt that secured her wand.

“Say,” said Harry with a grin, as he reached towards the opened seam. “What else do you have hidden in there?”
“Never you mind,” Hermione said as she slapped his hand away. “C’mon, we don’t want to be late for the Queen.”

A cheer rang out as the four stepped out onto the front porch. Lining the path to the waiting vehicles were friends, both old and new...Fred and
George next to Brian and Sir Evan, who were across from Remus and Tonks. Further down stood some of the latest initiates into the Clan Potter
family...Dean Thomas, Alicia Spinnet, Katie Bell, Lee Jordan, Seamus Finnegan, and Neville Longbottom.

Hermione walked up to Sir Evan, who was sitting upright in his wheelchair with a Bluetooth-enabled headset in one ear and a handgun holstered on
his lap.

“Now you promise to call us the second you realize that you need back-up here?”

“Don’'t worry about us, Dame Hermione,” the knight replied. “Between Wally's men and your young wizard friends we’ll be in fine shape.”

Harry walked up to Tonks and Remus, who were also dressed for Ascot. Lupin looked rather uncomfortable in his suit coat.

“Remus, you clean up good,” Harry said. “If | didn't know better I'd think you were ready to see Tonks walking down the aisle.”

The former DADA professor laughed as Tonks’s cheeks turned a shade that clashed with her hair.

“You just watch yourselves along the way, and we’ll see you there.”

Harry then walked over his fellow Gryffindors. “Want to say again how grateful we are that you all have helped keep watch these past few days.”

“We’d have been hurt if you hadn’t asked us,” Lee replied.



“Well, with any luck things will continue to be quiet here, but if it does get hairy...stick with Fred and George, they know the neighborhood, and trust
the Muggle support...they're not as helpless as you may have been led to believe.”

Neville clicked his heals at attention and gave a smiling salute. “Aye aye, Clan Chief.”

“Oh, stop that,” Harry scolded.

Wally approached Harry's side. “Neighborhood evac starts in five minutes, Sir Harry, we should go.”

“What?” Seamus said with amazement, “Firstit's Clan Chief, theniit's Sir Harry...when do we start saying ‘Your Lordship?’”
Harry shook his head and snorted out a rueful grin.

“Oh, about an hour from now.”
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They made the trip in two cars; Harry and Hermione rode in the back of her Bentley, driven by Wally, while Ron and Luna rode in the back of the
black Bentley with Steve up front. There had been some talk about the four riding together, but their security detail insisted on driving separately,
saying that even it were perfectly safe that as guests of the Queen they should arrive in style.

“It's not fair,” Harry mock-whined, as he reached an arm around Hermione’s shoulder and pulled her close. “Their Bentley has blackened windows
and that screen between the seats.”

Hermione jabbed an elbow into his side. “Harry, honestly...at a time like this.” She paused, then waggled her eyebrows. “Then again, what better
time than this?” She then grabbed his chin and kissed him full on the lips.

“A bit of an exhibitionist, are we?” Harry asked, when their tongues finally untangled.

“Nothing wrong with a bit of snogging is there?” Hermione replied. “Besides,” she said in a raised voice as she turned towards the front seat, “the
Royal Household'’s staff is famous for its discretion, right?”

“My apologies, Dame Hermione, did you say something?” Wally replied, with a grin that was reflected in the rear view mirror. “My eyes and ears
were focused on the road.”

“There you go,” Harry said with a Cheshire Cat's grin.

“Just keep it PG-13, Potter,” Hermione replied, as she leaned forward and wrapped both hands around Harry's neck. “Wouldn’'t want to corrupt the
morals of any kiddies looking in.”
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As Little Wizarding was located in the western suburbs of London, very near Windsor, (and Ascot, for that matter), it took less than thirty minutes for
the two cars to arrive at the Castle. After passing through the main gates the cars bypassed the front entrance and drove around the perimeter of
the grounds, finally stopping outside a large wooden outbuilding. Wally and Steve ducked inside, only to return a few moments later carrying several
pairs of Wellington boots.

“You'll be more comfortable wearing these,” Wally said, as he opened the rear door. Hermione stepped out of the car whilst making some
adjustments to her dress, then slipped out of her fancy new low-heeled shoes. She looked over at the other car and noticed that Luna was pulling up
on the front of her ouffit.

Hermione decided to tease. “Wardrobe malfunction, Luna?”
Luna looked a little puzzled. “No, | don’t think so0,” she replied. “The fabric went exactly where Ronald’s hands wanted it to go.”

Harry and Hermione laughed as Ron tried to stammer out an explanation. With raised dress hems the four were led through puddles of water and
mud and into the Mewes, where they came upon the Queen nuzzling a thoroughbred’s nose with her own.

Wally cleared his throat and introduced the four to the monarch, whose own pair of Wellies contrasted with her blue hat and dress just as sharply as
Hermione and Luna’s.

“We are pleased to see you again, Sir Harry and Dame Hermione,” she said, with both hands still grasping the horse’s bridle, “and delighted to
meet you, Mr. Weasley and Ms. Lovegood.”

“Is that really a horse?” Luna asked incredulously. “I've never seen one before.”

The Queen laughed. “Yes my dear, this is a real live horse. Perhaps not as colorful as some of your more magical creatures, but the way she runs is
magical in and of itself.” She patted the side of the horse’s head and turned back towards the four. “One of mine,” she said proudly, “and odds-on
favorite for tomorrow’s last race.” Raising her hand towards the far side of the stable she said, “You should meet my grandson...he is around here
someplace with his young lady friend.”

The four followed her as she walked down the stable pathway. “We do hope that Brian has made your summer a little more comfortable thanin



years past, Sir Harry?”
“He’s been absolutely brilliant,” Harry replied, “l can’t thank you enough for what you did, Your Majesty.”

“We have no doubt that we will be the one thanking you for what you've done in far too soon a time,” the Queen replied. “By the way, we will be
spending all of August at Balmoral, and would be pleased if you and your friends could visit for at least a portion of that time.”

Harry and Hermione exchanged quick looks of concern and calculation. “We are honored by your invitation, Your Majesty,” Hermione replied, “and
would very much enjoy just such a visit.”

“Excellent,” the Queen replied. She stopped in front of a seemingly empty stall and, in a voice eerily similar to Dolores Umbridge’s, cleared her
throat.

“Hem, hem.”

After a moment, the stall door opened and a handsome young man in his early twenties appeared. He wore a top hat, tails, and a guilty-looking grin
as he led a demure young lady dressed in pink out of the stall.

The Queen said, “May | present my grandson, Prince Harold, and his friend, Lady Penelope.”

“Good morning, Grandmum,” the young prince replied. “l was just showing Penny around the stables.”

“Yes, that is quite evident,” the Queen replied, as she pulled a piece of straw away from the back of the young woman’s dress.

The young prince smirked as he looked towards the four. “Ah, you must be the bright young students from up North that father’s been talking about.”
“limagine so, Prince Harold,” Hermione replied with the kind of saucer eyes she last wore at Buckingham Palace. “It's an honor to meet you.”
“Please, call me Harry,” the young prince said, “although that might get confusing, right Sir Harry?”

Harry frowned a bit at the star-struck attention Hermione was paying to the most eligible bachelor in Britain (well, Muggle Britain, at least).

“Yes, well that little problem will be resolvable soon enough, won't it?” suggested the Queen.

“Erm, yes, Your Majesty,” Harry replied modestly.

The Queen looked out the stable’s doorway. “It is nearly time for lunch. Would you go find your father, Dear...tell him that we need him to attend to
us?”

“Sure, Grandmum,” Prince Harry replied. He led his girlfriend out of the stable.
The Queen sighed. “So spirited.. .just like his mother. Has us wrapped around his little finger, he does.”

A few minutes later a Rolls Royce pulled up outside the stable and discharged the Prince of Wales. “Hullo, Sir Harry, so good to see you again,” he
said. “And so too, Dame Hermione, Mr. Weasley and Ms. Lovegood.”

“Your hats are quite amazing,” the Prince continued, “and a most fashionable placement of your badge, Dame Hermione. | understand you had the
opportunity to test drive them over the weekend.”

“We did indeed,” Hermione replied.
“Did you bring the necessary instruments?” the Queen asked.

“Yes, Your Majesty,” the Prince replied. He then opened his coat jacket and pulled out a piece of parchment and a large round object hidden under
red silk.

“Sir Harry,” the Queen said, “in the interest of time and secrecy we thought it best to take care of this here. However, we must insist that this be
considered a field appointment, and that there will be a time to do this properly at Westminster.”

“Understood, Your Majesty.” Harry said, as he pulled Gryffindor's sword from its hidden scabbard and placed it in the Queen’s gloved hand. He then
took a knee in front of her.

“Oh, Sir Harry that really wasn’t necessary,” the Queen said, “now you’'ve gone and got some mud on your trouser leg. Remind us to have that
cleaned up at the Castle...can’t have the Royal Wizard looking off when he’s presented to the Commonwealth, can we?”

Harry smiled. “No, Your Majesty, certainly not.”
The Queen nodded. “Dame Hermione, | believe that there was need of an official withess?”

“Yes, Your Majesty,” Hermione replied. She slipped behind a stall door and disappeared with a small “pop.” Fifteen seconds later, she returned in a
bright display of light accompanied by the Head Auror.

“Your Majesty,” Hermione said, “may | present to you Gawain Robards, Head of Magical Law Enforcement’'s Auror Department, and a member of
the Minister of Magic’s cabinet.”



“It is our understanding that you are aware of these proceedings and have the authority to act as official witness for the wizarding world?”
The Head Auror bowed stiffly. “l do indeed, Your Majesty.”

The Queen then began to read from the parchment, with the Prince and Head Auror by her sides, and Hermione, Ron and Luna standing behind
Harry.

“Sir Harry Potter, do you swear fealty to the Crown and promise to use all of your powers, be they physical, mental or magical, to defend it and its
citizenry, both Muggle and wizard, against all enemies?”

nl dO."

“Then let it be known that under terms agreed upon in the Treaty of Carlisle that we, as Queen by the Grace of God of the United Kingdom of Great
Britain and Northern Ireland, and of our other Realms and Territories, do hereby claim the right to appoint a Royal Wizard, and do bestow that title
upon Sir Harry Potter, along with all associated rights and responsibilities.”

She nodded towards the Prince, who unwrapped the silk-covered object, revealing a heavy gold-chained necklace that he hung on Harry's bowed
head. Hanging at the end of this chain was a fist-sized pearl, guarded on each side of its mount by golden upright lions. When the Queen placed the
tip of Harry's sword against the pearl it lit up with an amber glow that filled the entire stable with warm light. As she drew the sword tip away, arcs of
fairy lightning briefly held the connection between sword and emblem.

The Queen seemed nonplussed as she continued. “At this time we also proclaim restoration of the honor and position of the House of Gryffindor
within our Royal Court, and do confer upon he who leads that house by birthright the honor and title of Lord.”

The Queen then touched Harry’s shoulders three times with the sword’s blade.
“Rise, Lord Gryffindor.”

Harry looked rather embarrassed by all of the pomp as he stood and sheathed his sword. That didn’t keep him from smiling widely as he accepted
the handshakes, hugs and backslaps from those few witnesses to the event. He was rather pleasantly surprised by the vigor of the Head Auror’s
handshake.

“Is everything set on your end?” Harry asked quietly.

“It is indeed, Milord,” the Auror replied with a smile.

“Please, you don’t need to use that title.”

“So how should | address you...Clan Chief?” Robards asked with a wink.

Harry shook his head with resignation. “Harry...just Harry is fine.”
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"Just Harry" made the short walk from Mewes to Castle flanked by Queen and Consort, while the Prince and Ron lagged behind to allow Luna a few
more minutes with the horses.

“We will honor your request to not be addressed as Lord Gryffindor,” the Queen said, “unless, of course, it is necessary...we are curious, though,
about the reason behind the reticence.”

“Well, Your Majesty, | can't pretend that I'm just a normal bloke, as much as | want to be,” Harry replied. “Fate marked me different at an early age...
and it's not that that 'm not honored by your recognition, because | am. Il even admit that I've gotten used to having Brian and Wally call me Sir
Harry, and it does allow me to address a certain someone as ‘Dame."”

Harry earned a poke in the ribs for that comment.

“But I'm no use without my friends, and I'm not going to succeed without them, and it's hard for me to accept a title that makes it sound like lam
better than them.”

The Queen thought for a moment. “As we have said, we are prepared to confer knightship upon Mr. Weasley...anyone who wears the badge of the
Order of Arthur deserves that recognition...and if he had difficulty with the oath of fealty we could make the title ceremonial...would that be of some
help?”

“Thank you, your Highness,” Harry replied, “We'll ask him, though | have to say that he's accepted our titles with good humor.” He then stole a glance
at Hermione. “But | guess | was thinking about being addressed as Lord while Hermione is stilla Dame.”

The Queen smiled. “Well, Sir Harry, we are afraid that the solution to that problem is out of our hands.”
Harry gave the Queen a confused look, while Hermione inspected the cobblestone path with a hint of smile and a blush in her cheeks.

“Why is that, Your Majesty?”



“Because, Harry,” Hermione said softly, “You are the only one that can give me the title of Lady Gryffindor.”
“And how would | do that?”

Hermione's blush grew a bit deeper. “By having another chat with my father.”

“Oh,” Harry said, without really understanding what she meant.

“Ohhhhhhh” he added (a few moments later), when he finally did.
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When the three reached one of the rear entrances to the Castle grounds they turned back to see that Ron, Luna and the Prince had just starting up
the path.

Suggesting that they wait for them, the Queen led Hermione and Harry to a bench that provided a stunning view of Windsor Great Park.

“First visit to Windsor, Sir Harry?” the Queen asked. Harry nodded as he looked around at the wide expanses of green land, dotted with copses of
ancient hardwoods and manicured gardens. “I think that it's lovely, Your Majesty.”

“We're not surprised,” the Queen replied with a smile. “After all, it has changed little over the years, and some of those trees are almost old enough
to have been planted by Godric's gardeners.”

Harry chuckled softly, having reached the point where these revelations could be taken in stride. He nodded his head towards the building behind
them. “So | imagine that means this was originally Gryffindor's castle?”

“No, Sir Harry,” the Queen replied, “Windsor Castle was built by William the Conqueror...after he seized the land from Godric and knocked down
the keep that was already standing here.”

“Please excuse me, Your Majesty,” Hermione interjected, “but we had been led to believe that Gryffindor's lands were up in the Midlands, where
Harry was born.”

“They were indeed, Dame Hermione,” the Queen replied. “or perhaps more correctly, now that we once again enjoy Lord Gryffindor's presence,
they are indeed. These five thousand or so acres of land, however, were presented to Godric when he became King's Wizard...and became part of
the seized lands when he subsequently refused to serve the conquering Norman king.”

“I'm a bit afraid to ask,” Harry said, “but when you said that Gryffindor's lands are located in the Midlands...”

“You do realize, Sir Harry, that Godric's seized properties were only conditionally incorporated into the Royal land holdings?” the Queen asked.
“William decreed that should Lord Gryffindor ever return to England and swear fealty to the Crown, that he'd regain his honorific, his lands...even his
seat in the House of Lords...and now that Lord Gryffindor is once again the Royal Wizard...”

“House of Lords?” Harry asked weakly.

“Yes, Lord Gryffindor,” the Queen replied, “though we regret to inform you that as a result of recent government reforms that your hereditary seat is
no longer automatically available to be taken up.”

Harry's face gained back a bit of the color that had been lost at the thought of having to sit as a Member of Parliament. “That's quite all right, Your
Majesty,” he said.

The Queen nodded, having expected that reply. She chose not to tell the young wizard that there was nothing keeping her from issuing Letters
Patent and giving him that seat in the House of Lords.

“We will insist that there be some accommodation reached regarding your land holdings, though,” she noted, waving her arm towards the Castle.
“Over the years, a portion of your real estate portfolio has been developed to the point of making the return of title rather...impractical.”

“No need to do that, Your Majesty,” Harry quickly replied.

The Queen smiled and placed a hand on Harry's shoulder. “No, Sir Harry,” she said, “we will be quite insistent on this point. Which is why we are
pleased that you will be joining us in Balmoral...there is some land near there that you might consider suitable as exchange.” The Queen allowed
Harry and Hermione to silently ponder that statement as the Prince, Ron and Luna finally joined them.

The small party entered the Castle's State Apartments where members of the Royal staff were waiting to lead them into a large room with luncheon
seating for a hundred. Harry quickly scanned the tables and determined that they were the youngest there, by far; even the wait staff looked like they
had at least thirty years of experience under their belts. The only people close to their age were Prince Harry and Lady Penelope, who were seated
at the end of the head table with her parents. Perhaps realizing their potential discomfort, the young prince excused himself with a few words to his
girlfriend and strode over towards them.

“Grandmum, perhaps you'll allow me to make introductions about the room?” he asked. To Harry's great concern the young prince took Hermione's
hand and proceeded to introduce the four teens to the other tables of guests.



Hermione had never had the back of her hand kissed so many times. It seemed that every elderly Duke, Lord, and Viscount considered it obligatory
to take her hand upon introductions. Some eyebrows were raised as the young prince introduced Harry and Hermione as Sir Harry and Dame
Hermione, given that their knighthoods were not only recent but secret, but nothing was said.

When introductions were completed Harry politely but resolutely took Hermione's hand from Prince Harry's and made his way to an empty table,
where they were confronted with plates of bright red whole lobster. While Hermione was no stranger to seafood, and Harry had boiled a few
lobsters for his Aunt and Uncle over the years, Ron and Luna needed to be told that they hadn't just been presented with play toys.

“Well what are they suppose to do, then?” Ron asked, while putting back onto his plate the lobster that had just finished boxing with Luna’s.

Hermione gave a small sigh of exasperation as she picked up a small fork, pulled some flesh out from the split tail of her crustacean, and dipped it
into drawn butter. “They're supposed to sit there while we eat them.”
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1:00pm, Windsor Castle

“That's a lovely motorcar,” the Queen said, looking fondly over at Hermione's Bentley. They had finished lunch and gathered at the front entrance of
the Castle, where a small fleet of black limousines was waiting to ferry them to Ascot. The Queen, however, was looking past these motorcars to
the Little Wiz Bentleys parked on one side. She turned towards Hermione and asked, “it's an S3, isn'tit?”

“Yes, Your Majesty.”

“Much more dashing than the stuffy motorcars decorum dictates we ride in,” the Queen said. “Would you mind terribly if we used it to get down to
the course?”

“Certainly not, Your Majesty,” Hermione said, with a small amount of fluster.

The Queen directed her staff to have Hermione's vehicle added to the queue of motorcars, and, once Wally had it in place, shooed Harry and
Hermione into the back seat with her. Ron gave Harry a questioning look (to which Harry replied with shrugged shoulders), then joined Luna and
Steve in a car farther down the queue.

Once the motorcade started along its way, the Queen stated, “Sir Harry, Dame Hermione, we have just a few minutes's drive, far too little time to
spend worrying about proper titles and royal ‘we's.' In present company, a simple ma'am will do, understood?”

“Yes Your...erm, yes ma'am,” Harry replied.

“l just wanted to let you know that Wally has provided me a thorough overview of your rat catching efforts over the weekend, and subsequent plans
for the day...a most ingenious scheme, by the way...”

“Thank you, Ma'am,” Hermione replied. “Given the probable risks, though, are you certain that you should be there today?”
“Of course am,” the Queen replied. “I've attended every opening day at Ascot since 1945, and have no intention of stopping now.”
“But we're not certain that we'll be able to protect you if they throw everything that they've got at us,” Harry worried.

“Comes with the job, my boy...it's expected that | be there, and it's my duty to be there. It won't be the first time that there have been terrorist threats
made against us...you are aware of the Troubles we've had over the years, aren't you?”

“Yes Ma'am,” Harry replied, thinking not only of the recent subway bombings but of attacks by militant separatists.

“We can not let the terrorists change the way we go about our business...can't allow them to keep us from living and loving, or they will have already

won.

Harry looked past the Queen, caught Hermione's eyes and shared with her a small smile, in recognition of the fact that they were living in
agreement with the monarch's words.

0000000000
1:25pm, Ascot Racecourse, Windsor Great Park

The Royal motorcade pulled up just outside of the Ascot grounds, where five horse-drawn open carriages were waiting to transfer the Queen and
Royal Family to the Royal Box. The motorcars of those not fortunate to enter Ascot in such style went on to the grandstand, leaving the four teens,
the Queen, and fifteen members of the Royal Family behind.

“Hermione, are you certain that this kind of entrance is necessary?” the newly named Queen's Wizard asked, with no small amount of resignation.

“Harry, we've been through this before,” she replied. “It's essential that everyone in the stands and in front of their tellies gets a good look at the
Royal Wizard before anything else happens, and now that you are the Royal Wizard you need to be close enough to protect her.” She then followed
the Queen and gave her hand to a groomsman who helped her step up into the first landau. The Prince of Wales smiled as he held an arm out for
Harry to follow behind.

“I've learned over the years that on occasions such as these the correct response is, “Yes, dear,” he said.



Harry muttered something to himself and took a seat next to Hermione on the rear-facing bench, as the Prince took his place next to the Queen.
From his vantage point he could see Ron and Luna as they joined Prince Harry and Lady Penelope in the next carriage. When all of the carriages
were full, members of the Queen's guard wearing smart dress uniforms galloped up the line while holding drawn sabers. Harry was wondering just
how useful these swords would be in a fight until he caught a glimpse of automatic weaponry partially hidden within the tacking.

The carriages began their short trip at a saunter. “If it weren't for the fact that everyone expects me to face forward we would have offered you my
spot,” the Queen said to Harry. “Better view of potential threats.”

“No worries, Your Majesty,” Harry responded. “If our intelligence is correct, Hermione and | will feel the danger before anyone else sees it.”

The carriages traveled a fairly short path in between two stables before reaching their entry point out onto the grass-covered track. Upon sight of
the lead carriage thousands of spectators stood and cheered. Harry spotted many hats within the crowd that were just as elaborate as Hermione's.

The Queen smiled and waved to the crowd as their entrance (and the occupants of each successive carriage) was announced on the racecourse's
public address system. Harry winced as he was presented to the crowd as “The Queen’s Wizard, Gryffindor - Lord of the Illlusion!” The crowd
took pause as well, having never heard his name and title before, but acting on the assumption that anyone important enough to bump young Prince
Harry down the line and into the second carriage had to rank favor, gave him polite applause.

Harry was grateful to see the attention of the crowd and the cameras quickly shift from him to Luna, who was laughing and waving wildly to the
crowd from the next carriage. The roar of the crowd was matched by the roar of her lion hat, which had suddenly decided to spring to life.

“Batteries,” Luna explained brightly after every roar of her hat and every flash of a camera.

The single lap around the course gave Harry the opportunity to examine the infield and note that the props that they had designed for this event
were all in place. Five large wooden boxes, each six feet square, were spaced evenly in a single line that bisected the oval infield. Each was
propped up on a set of legs, some twenty-feet high, which made peering into each box next to impossible, even from the highest part of the stands.
Banners were draped down the sides of each box, with decorative designs that matched similar banners placed elsewhere within the park.

Harry checked that a small earpiece was firmly in place and reached into a coat pocket, pushing the button on a small transceiver that activated his
wireless communications device. He had meant to do a radio check, only to discover that it would have interrupted a rather colorful running
commentary being transmitted over the airwaves.

“Merlin's Beard, the boy fancies himself Lord of the llusion?...all dressed up, he must think that these Muggle electronics interfere with my eye
enough that | can't see through these wooden walls...Just wait until | get down out of this box and I'll show him a magic trick or two...”

“Pipe down, Mad-Eye,” said another, in a matronly Scottish brogue, “I didn't hear you come up with any better ideas at the meeting.”
“‘Hear me?....Hear me?” Mad-eye retorted, “Surprised we can hear anything with these Muggle contraptions stuck up into our ears....”

Hermione’s chuckles and the smirk that Ron was sporting from the next carriage down led Harry to believe that they had their communicators
working as well.

“Hey Mad-Eye, when this is all over I'll be happy to replace that earpiece with a wet sloppy kiss,” Harry said quietly into his hidden microphone.
“Oh, nice that you could join us, Lord of the lllusion ,” Mad-eye responded. “Save your kisses for the lovely lass next to you.”
Ron cut into the conversation, “Excuse me, but can we do the radio check? Just like we practiced last night, okay Professors?”
“Box 1, Moody, check.”

“Box 2, McGonagall, check.”

“Box 3, Vector, check.”

“Box 4, Flitwick, check.”

“Box 5, Sprout, check.”

“Lupin, check.”

“Tonks, check.”

“Why aren't you two holed up in boxes?” asked Mad-Eye.

“Helping the kids guard the point of attack, remember?”

“Well if anyone cared a lick about me they'd have remembered that I'd spent enough time being boxed up at Hogwarts...”

The four teens, Wally and Steve ignored Mad-Eye's complaints as they added their radio checks and Ron, who was taking his role as Clan
Champion quite seriously, proceeded to remind everyone that their Muggle transmitters would die the first time they used magic, and that nobody
should do any magic until Harry did. The four teens were pleasantly surprised by how well these directions were taken; it was truly an upside down
world in which Ron was doling out commands to his Hogwarts professors.



Once the carriages reached the Royal Box the Queen's guard escorted all of the ladies to their seats, with the men following close behind. Harry
gave a slight nod to Tonks and Lupin, who were positioned a few rows back within the crowd.

The first race was announced after a rousing chorus of “God Save Our Queen,” and Harry was finally starting to believe things had settled down a
bit when the Prince turned and announced that the Prime Minister would soon join them. Not a minute later the head of the Muggle British
government entered the box, accompanied by a rather large and rather cross-looking appointments secretary.

The Prince introduced the four to the Prime Minister, taking care to identify Harry as “the Queen's Wizard, Gryffindor.” The Prime Minister in turn
introduced them to Kinglsey Shacklebolt.

“It's a very unexpected pleasure to see you again,” Kingsley said to Harry and Hermione.
“Oh, you know each other then?” the Prime Minister asked.
“Our paths have crossed now and then,” Hermione said, “though Mr. Shacklebolt has never been so handsomely dressed on those occasions.”

“Nor has your attire come so close to matching your beauty, Dame Hermione,” the Auror replied. He turned towards Harry. “Staying out of trouble
this summer, Gryffindor ?”

Harry laughed. “Oh, you know me Kingsley, trouble has a way of finding me even when I'm not looking.”

The Auror nodded, then took a step back as the others in the box took note of their conversation. “l do hope you have a pleasant afternoon,” he
said, with a look on his face that suggested he was expecting otherwise, “and | can't wait to see what sort of show you are planning, Gryffindor.”

“And I'm looking forward to your support, during the show, Mr. Kingsley,” Harry replied.

“I will try, though we all do have our priorities, don't we?” Kingsley asked. He nodded towards the Prime Minister, who'd just completed a perfunctory
conversation with the queen.

After the excitement of the royal procession and meeting with the Muggle Prime Minister. the races themselves seemed rather anticlimactic. When
the third of seven races was complete a late luncheon break was announced, to Ron's great pleasure. Wally led them out of the box and into the
sod-covered area where umbrella-wielding spectators from the Royal Enclosure were queuing before tables piled high with smoked salmon and
strawberries in cream.

They had just managed to fill their plates with food and grab flutes of champagne when a chill filled the air, and the hairs on the back of Harry's neck
stood straight out. The four teens quietly put their plates down on a table, then quickly made their way towards the front of the stands, as murmurs of
ill-ease and discomfort spread amongst the muggle crowd.

“Feels like company has arrived,” Harry said over the transmitter.

“You think so?” Mad-Eye replied sarcastically, as his magical eye whirled around in its socket. “They're gathering out above those woods to the
North."

The four teens, whose wands had been out and down at their sides from the first indication, examined the swirling cloud of evil that was coming
their way.

“Looks like Wormtail got this part right, at least,” Harry said. He nodded to Hermione, who discretely placed her wand tip to a newly minted
medallion and sent out the alarm. At the same time Ron activated his badge and sent word to Sir Evan and Little Wizarding.

“Okay, Wally, everyone...looks like it's showtime.”

Ron and Luna nodded to Harry and Hermione as they left to take their positions with Wally up in the grandstand's control center. Harry walked
Hermione back to the Royal Box, where Tonks and Lupin had their wands drawn out and eyes drawn to the gathering storm.

Harry squeezed Hermione's hand. “You take care of yourself first, promise?”

“We should be fine Harry...it's Shacklebolt that they're expecting a response from, remember?”

“Yeah, well, best laid plans of mice and men...” Harry replied nervously, as he glanced over towards the Auror, who nodded in acknowledgement.
Hermione turned to face Harry, and to his chagrin used her cleavage to hold her wand while her hands straightened out his tie.

“Wish Iwas that wand right now.”

“Hush, Harry,” Hermione sweetly admonished, “and take care to remember you still have a live microphone.”

“Give her a kiss and get on with it,” they heard Moody growl into his microphone.

“Yes, Dear,” Harry replied cheekily, as he gave Hermione a quick kiss.

“Knock “em dead, Harry,” Hermione said.

“I certainly intend to try,” he replied, as he ducked under the track railing and strode toward his place on the infield's center stage.



Chapter 14 — In Defense of the Realm
2:45pm, Little Wizarding, Surrey

The rotten-egg smell of mercaptan lingered in the air as the ersatz Little Wiz Defense Force mustered in front of Number Four. Brian Willox, Fred
Weasley and Sir Evan reviewed the fourteen wizards, witches and muggles in front of them.

They'd been paired off into “Phoenix Teams,” each consisting of a wizard or witch matched with a Muggle member of MI 5 %4. Brian and Fred were
“Phoenix One,” while Roger Granger was paired with George, Emily with Dean Thomas, and five Muggle secret agents paired with the remaining
Gryffindors. Everyone wore boots, black pants, and jumpers that bore the newly fashioned crest of Clan Potter: the shield of St. George behind a
phoenix with outstretched wings, flanked by two upright Gryffindor lions. The wizards carried wands and brooms; the Muggles, automatic weapons.
All wore belts bearing pockets filled with goodies from Fred and George's shop and MI5 %'s research laboratories.

“Alright,” Brian said, “we've got warm medallions and verbal confirmation from Ascot that they've got nasties about. If our intelligence is right, we'll
have company here soon enough. You all know the plan...just remember that no house, no street...nothing is more important than everyone getting
home safe tonight.”

“Excepting the bad guys, of course,” Fred added, which earned a laugh from the ranks.

“Weapons checks, then move out,” Brian commanded, dismissing his troops. While the witches and wizards retightened their wand holsters and
fine-tuned their brooms, Fred renewed the area silencing charm that had been placed around a wall of sand bags propped up against a side fence.
The MI5 % agents proceeded to silently test fire their Sterling automatic rifles and sub-machine guns, until each was convinced that their weapons
would work within a magical field of at least modest strength. The agents then holstered their weapons and mounted brooms behind their
respective magical partners (each much more at ease with the idea of flying on broomsticks than when they'd begun practicing two nights before).
The teams then flew out to their assigned posts along streets evacuated some two hours earlier by a false threat of a broken gas main.
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Muggle Summer, Wizard's Fall
Queen's Wizard, Part 1 (part 2)

While Fred cleaned up the shooting range, Brian shared a few words with Sir Evan.
“Are you certain that you don't want some on-the-ground backup, Sir Evan?”

“Heavens, no, Brian,” replied the elderly knight, who was wearing a World War Il RAF uniform that still fit. He touched the sunburst badge pinned to
his olive drab jumper. “I've got all the backup | need right here...and if that's not enough...” He reached to the side of his wheelchair and pulled his
old service revolver out of its holster.

“Even broke out the silver bullets from my old kit,” he said with a smile. “Never know if one of them's going to be a werewolf.”

Brian laughed as he handed Sir Evan a bullhorn. “Good luck, then, and good hunting, Sir Evan,” he said. He then turned and hopped onto Fred's
broom. And with a wave, the last of the eight Phoenix Teams flew off to its appointed post.

2:50pm, Ascot Racecourse, Great Windsor Park

“Ladies and Gentleman, as part of the Grand Reopening festivities, the Royal Ascot is pleased to present the public debut of the Queen's
Wizard, Gryffindor, in "Lord of the lllusion'."”

Harry nervously waved to the crowd from the infield stage as Wally and Ron tried to reassure him through his earpiece.

“Blimey, Harry,” Ron said, “you've got Dementors gathering behind you and you're nervous about facing a crowd of Muggles?”
“Dementors, I've faced before,” Harry quipped back.

“Well, you needn't worry about the television cameras, at least,” Wally added, “They've all gone to news updates during the break.”
“Right, so I've only got a few thousand to convince that I'm not using real magic, then. Brilliant.”

“Quit whining and get on with it,” chirped in Mad-Eye.

Responding to that cue, Harry tipped his hat to the crowd as the music that Wally had loaded into the Racecourse's sound system began to play.
Wally then started in on their script.

“Don't let his youth mislead you folks,”Wally announced, “Gryffindor was bom with magic in his blood, and has made magic the center of his life
ever since he received his first vand at age eleven.”

Harry withdrew his wand from an inside coat pocket and sent a shower of red sparks out its end.

“Status, report, Ron,” Harry said into his microphone. Upon realizing that his wand sparks had fried his transmitter, he activated his Order of Arthur
badge and restated his request.

“The black cloud's right behind you,” Ron replied from this grandstand vantage point. “It's stopped growing, but | can't make out individuals yet...
look like they're holding back.”

“Great,” Harry replied, “They're going to make me go through my entire bag of tricks.”
“It took no time for Gryffindor to master the spellvwork of ordinary magicians,”Wally continued to read.

Down on the stage, Harry took a white feather out of his pocket, pointed his wand at it, and caused it to float six inches up into the air. There was
the smallest smattering of applause from the crowd. Harry then moved on, casting Orchideous to produce bouquets of flowers from the end of his
wand. He then set his top hat upside down on a table, reached into it, and pulled out a wine glass. Putting his hat back onto his head, he cast a
fountain of wine spell to fill this glass with merlot, which he then drank.

“Careful there Gryffindor,” Wally announced, “We might have to check your ID if you want to drink your magic.”
There was some nervous laughter from the crowd as Harry put his hands on his hip in an exaggerated pout.
“Merlin, 'm bombing,” Harry muttered into his badge.

“You're doing fine,” Hermione said in reassurance, as she shared some dark chocolate with the Queen. “It's the Dementors - they're making
everyone ill and ill at ease...keep going.”

Harry plowed on, reaching into his hat and pulling out twenty more wine glasses, which he placed side-by-side on the square table. When he ran out
of room he cast an enlargement spell that lengthened the table, and recast the wine-making spell which sent spurts of fluid into the glasses. Harry
then looked up towards the announcer and stuck out his tongue.

Despite its discomfort, the Muggle crowd applauded a trick that they'd never seen before.



“Status, Ron?”
“Keep going, Harry,” the teen replied, “I'l let you know when to duck.”

“Moving right along,”Wally continued, “Gryffindor then began working more complex magic, to the point where he's capable of conjuring a
menagerie of magical beasts.”

On that cue, the music grew much louder, and fog machines began billowing smoke along the track. Harry doffed his hat and touched the brim with
his wand, firing off Weasley fireworks from inside. At first, brightly-colored Muggle-style salvos were shot off, but that quickly changed as one of their
more elaborate firework creations took form....a large silvery pegasus that launched out of his hat and began to fly around the track. The audience
ooohed and aaahed.

Harry then turned and pointed his wand towards each of the professor-filled boxes. Fog began billowing out of each box, and on Ron's cue, each of
the Hogwarts professors lit off more of Fred and George's magic. The pegasus was soon joined by firework versions of a tiger, unicorn, gazelle,
elephant and flying pig, all in a romp around the smoke-filled infield.

The distraction provided by these fireworks allowed Harry to turn towards the Dementor cloud. As if recognizing an old friend, a few individual
Dementors immediately took form and began flying straight towards him.

“Dementors on the attack!” Ron bellowed into his microphone.

Harry smiled to himself as he stretched out his arm and thought about how happy his life had been the past two weeks.
“Expecto Patronum!”

Ron cried out, “Patronuses away!”

The stag that sprung forth from Harry's wand was at least three times the size of any he'd produced before.

It leapt up and over the five boxes, as if to assist in Ron's appeal, then flew straight towards the leading Dementors with head down. The corporeal
Patronus of each professor sprang from each of the boxes and followed hotly in pursuit. Ron and Luna joined Remus and Tonks on the
Grandstand's rooftop, and four more Patronuses came down onto the field from above. One animal not joining in attack was an otter; Hermione
stood alone guarding the Queen, and was too close to the Muggle crowd to spell cast, unless it was an emergency.

Many within the grandstands never had the chance to try to make sense of the display, their ill ease morphing into acute nausea once the
Dementors dropped down fully within the grounds. Those lucky Muggles with sunny dispositions and a slight resistance to the malaise thought they
were seeing the best magic show of their lives, with the Patronuses blending in almost perfectly with the firework animals and Harry's presentation.

The first two Dementors took it on the chin (or whatever they had that passed for a chin); Harry's Patronus flat-out destroyed them, sending the black
corpses down to the ground. The second wave was beaten back by the other Patronuses, with the silvery pack breaking off in pursuit of those
Dementors who chose to scatter. The collective mass of evil that hadn't rushed down to attack Harry took note and fled.

Not in fear, but in satisfaction, knowing that after achieving their primary objective the Dark Lord would see them well-fed that night.
0000000000
2:56pm, Ministry of Magic

Percy Weasley blew by the Head Auror's administrative assistant with all of the bluster and authority that he carried within his own mind. The Head
Auror, whose medallion was still lukewarm in his pocket, was ready and waiting for the Special Assistant to the Minister of Magic.

“We've just been informed that somebody cast a Patfronus spell in full view of thousands of Muggles,” he exclaimed breathlessly.
“l know,” the Head Auror replied, “Whose department do you think it was that issued the alert?”

Percy huffed. “Obviously, this is a huge concern for the Minister...what are you doing about it?”

Head Auror Robards sat calmly and slowly counted to three before responding.

“Actually, there have been several different Patronus spells cast. We're fabricating portkeys right now that will send Patronus -qualified emergency
response teams to the site.”

“Whatever for?” Percy demanded. “Any wizard brazen enough to defy International Laws on Magical Secrecy doesn't deserve the Ministry's aid.”
“Shouldn't we be more worried about the reason why a Patronus spell was cast?”

Percy looked at the Head Auror with unqualified contempt. “By order of the Minister of Magic, you willimmediately initiate "Operation Wipe-out'.”
The Head Auror shook his head. “And send everyone and their secretary into harm's way, just so long as they can obliviate a Muggle?”

“You will follow the Minister's order, Head Auror Robards, or we will find someone else who will.”

The Auror bit the inside of his cheeks to stave off a smirk. “As you wish, Special Assistant to the Minister,” he replied. He fished a finger-sized



crystal out from a hidden pocket inside his robes and set it into one of a series of keyed holes that were inset on the top of his desk. He then
touched his wand tip to the crystal key and uttered an authorization incantation. Loud klaxons immediately began to shout out across every floor of
the Ministry of Magic.

“You'll be joining us, then, Special Assistant to the Minister?” the Head Auror asked with a smile.

“Certainly...I can obliviate as well as anyone,” Percy spit back in reply. “And [l be using the Minister's portkey, of course.” And with that the young
wizard turned on his heel and stormed out of the office.

Once Percy turned the corner the Head Auror retrieved a silver mirror from his desk drawer and tapped it with his wand. He smiled grimly when the
face of his closest friend and classmate appeared.

“And so it begins, David,” Robards told the Head of the Portkey Control Office. “Break out the special shoes.”
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Magical Secrets Emergency...Magical Secrets Emergency...This is not a drill !...All Obliviate-Qualified Ministry staff and visitors report
to the Atrium!
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On every floor and in every Department of the Ministry, wizards and witches dropped what they were doing and obeyed the klaxon's commands.
Their movements were calm and well rehearsed. Some would say (in trusted company) that they were foo well rehearsed, and indicative of the
misguided priorities of a Ministry more worried about keeping their world secret from Muggles than keeping their world safe from Lord Voldemort.

A few witches and wizards who'd be happy to tell just about anyone that the Ministry's priorities were off were presently ignoring the klaxon's
commands and gathering in Arthur Weasley's office. Many were, like Arthur, Ministry employees; the others had all found reason (or excuse) to visit
the Ministry of Magic that afternoon. When the office became quite crowded and the stream of visitors trickled out, Arthur stood on his desk, cast a
Silencio spell on his door, and counted heads. Accounting for those deployed elsewhere, Arthur concluded that the trustworthy balance of the
membership of the disbanded Order of the Phoenix was present. He tried to give a reassuring smile to his wife, who was looking very nervous, and
addressed the group.

“Well,” he began, “it's good to see that 'm not the only one risking a hundred galleon fine by ignoring the alarm.” That got the smattering of chuckles
that he'd been looking for. “Look, if a much lighter purse is all we have to worry about today then ['ll be a happy wizard indeed...but as you know,
those alarm bells wouldn't be ringing if the first attacks hadn't already occurred.”

“We should be out there protecting our children,” Molly lamented. “Heaven knows what Ron's Patronus spell is capable of producing these days.”

“Molly, the kids have half of Hogwarts's staff out there helping them,” Arthur replied. “And we've got a job to do ourselves here at the Ministry.” He
looked back at the rest of the group, “And to that end...good luck, and let's go.”

Arthur stepped down from his desk, while his son countered a Gringott's-quality locking charm that had been placed on an office closet. The
uniforms, weapons and special equipment that had been stored within this cache were quickly and efficiently distributed.
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The Order members were not amongst the crowd of hundreds of witches and wizards that were crammed into the central atrium of the Ministry of
Magic when the Head Auror appeared with the Portkey Control Office Head and three of his lieutenants. Each of these men carried a box of
Muggle trainers, which they began to distribute amongst the crowd.

Failing to spot a suitable vantage point from which everyone could see him (and the fine set of robes he was now wearing), Percy Weasley used a
hovering charm to lift himself up to the top of the fountain statue, where he found stable footing atop the goblin's head.

“Attention,” he called out, in a magically-aided voice, “Your attention please...lam Percy Weasley, Special Assistant to Minister Scrimgeour, | am
Percy Weasley, Special Assistant to Minister Scrimgeour...”

The fact that a fair portion of the crowd was ignoring him led Percy to the false conclusion that his Sonorus spell wasn't working, so he zapped his
throat again. “YOUR ATTENTION PLEASE!” he boomed out, at a volume that cause the Minister of Magic below to duck and wince at the same
time. Satisfied, Percy continued.

“We have learned that magical spells have been cast within the presence of thousands of Muggles at a place called...(he looked down at a hand-
written note) Ascot . Scouting parties from Magical Law Enforcement have identified a large enclosed area near this site to which we can safely
and surreptitiously travel, and the Portkey Control Office is presently distributing portkeys for that location's coordinates. Once the portkeys have
been activated and we have arrived at our location the planis simple.... the Auror Department will establish a perimeter, and everyone else is to
spread out and obliviate anyone not carrying a wand. Do whatever you must to keep any Muggle from leaving the area before their memory can be
erased....up to and including the use of stunning and binding hexes. Now then, grab onto a portkey...you all should know your shoe buddies by



now...should be room enough for everyone...right, then.. .listen for the count.”
Percy quickly dropped back down to the ground lest somebody shoulder him out from using the same portkey as Minister Scrimgeour.

Head Auror Robards levitated himself up a few feet off the ground, checking to see that everyone had gathered around a shoe (excepting, of
course, those that he spotted partially hidden along the perimeter). With an almost imperceptible nod to the latter, he then dropped back down and
gave a much more deliberate nod to his friend, whose wand was ready to activate the countdown on his mark. Robards then annoyed Percy by
commanding the full attention of the crowd without magical aid.

“Here we go everyone,” he resolutely stated to the hushed and attentive crowd. “Portkey activation in five, four, three, two, one!”
Two things happened as the portkeys were activated:
1) Dozens of witches and wizards purposely removed their hands from their portkeys just before they were spirited away from the Ministry; and,

2) These witches and wizards were immediately shrouded both in darkness and mire, as Peruvian Instant Darkness balls, Portable Swamp disks
and bags of belching powder were thrown from the Atrium's perimeter.
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The witches and wizards who did hold onto their shoes were transported to a large empty warehouse on the outskirts of Norwich, some two
hundred and fifty kilometers northeast of Ascot Racecourse. Each portkey dropped its riders onto a square within a pitch-sized checkerboard
pattern that someone had thoughtfully painted onto the concrete floor.

The Head Auror immediately amplified his voice.
“Hold your positions, everyone...this is Head Auror Robards, nobody move from your landing points.”

A buzz of confusion traveled across the room as the Head Auror, his friend and three lieutenants strode over to a table, where five brooms and a
mobile phone were waiting for them. Robards grabbed the mobile and one of the brooms, then zoomed up above the crowd with the others. As the
other four were quickly making head counts, the Head Auror addressed the crowd.

“I need everyone's full and complete attention,” he loudly commanded. “At this very moment the Ministry of Magic is under attack. | repeat, the
Ministry is under attack by Death Eaters, aided from within by their undercover operatives.”

After a moment of stunned silence, a voice cried out.
“Well, what are we doing here, then?”

“He-Who-Must-Not-Be-Named sent Dementors to attack and harass Muggles gathered at Ascot,” Robards quickly explained, “knowing full well that
there'd be at least one wizard there who would respond by casting a Patronus spell. That, then, would cause the Ministry to overreact by activating
Operation Wipe-Qut , causing those who should be guarding the Ministry to leave it in the hands of those who just took their hands off of the same
portkeys that sent the rest of us here.”

As the crowd tried to process that backstory, and look around to see if anyone they knew had gone missing, the same person who had yelled out
the previous question asked a logical follow-up.

“Well, what are we doing here, then?”

“We, Sir, are quickly taking stock of how deeply our ranks have been compromised, and preparing ourselves for a fight. Having been tipped off on
the Death Eater's scheme, | made arrangements for a small but capable force to stay behind and deal with the traitors...specially authorized
portkeys will be activated in ninety seconds to send anyone who cares to join that fight back to the Ministry.”

As the Head Auror finished issuing instructions, one his lieutenants flew over to him and passed along a piece of parchment with a hand-written
head count. He blanched at the numbers...three-hundred seventy present, sixty-seven missing. They'd also compiled a list of Ministry staff who
should have answered the klaxon's call but didn't; Robards counted nine on this list (including four from his own department) that he didn't recognize
as members of the Order.

He took a second look, hoping to see one specific name. Not finding it, he asked, “Umbridge?”

His lieutenant pointed towards a corner of the room, where the toadish (but apparently loyal) witch was trying to stay as far away from the return trip
portkeys as possible.

“Pity,” he thought to himself, as he circled down to where his lieutenants were distributing supplies from cached boxes. Minister Scrimgeour and an
animated Special Assistant to the Minister were waiting for him.

“Robards, on whose authority did you develop and authorize this plan?” Percy demanded.
“My own,” the Head Auror replied.
“Didn't see fit to trust the Minister?” Percy bellowed with indignation.

“No offense, Special Assistant to the Minister,” the Head Auror replied, “but we had to act fast on our information, and given how sensitive it was,



there were obvious concerns over how just how far it should be spread.”
“And you thought the Minister of Magic couldn't be trusted?”

“Obviously not,” Robards replied, “but | apparently had good reason to worry about his staff.” He handed the parchment to Scrimgeour, who quickly
confirmed his own head count; almost a third of his people had failed to travel with him. He silently passed the list over to Percy.

“What will we find upon our return to the Atrium?” Scrimgeour asked the Head Auror.

“With luck, something similar to what Umbridge and her Aurors encountered during their visit to Surrey two weeks past,” Robards replied.
“And what else don't  know about this attack?”

Before the Head Auror could reply, the mobile phone that he'd pocketed upon his arrival rang. Looking down at the Caller ID, he smiled.
“Excuse me, Minister,” he said, “But this is an important call.”

“Robards here...situation?....good....sixty-seven, at least...yes, | know...no, the toad came with us...no, should be fine, need you in reserve in
case he improvises... what?...oh, well that makes sense...thanks, Clan Chief, you too...right.”

Percy and Scrimgeour looked at the Head Auror with shock and confusion as he closed the flip-top on his mobile and returned it to a pocket.

“That was Potter, if you didn't guess,” Robards said. “He has Ascot secure, and his cover for their magic use is holding. They're working with the
Muggle authorities to segregate a handful of folks that have caught on to us...he's lending us Mad-Eye Moody and Professor Flitwick...says that
they aren't blending in as well as the others.” His eyes sparkled with bemusement. “imagine that...well, we've got twenty seconds before return...
any questions?”

The Special Assistant to the Minister of Magic was about to say something before seeing his boss shake his head with resignation and silently turn
towards one of the waiting portkeys. Biting his tongue (hard), Percy turned his tail and followed the Minister of Magic.
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3:05pm, Little Wizarding, Surrey

“Break your wands in half and throw the pieces onto the ground!”

A group of thirty Death Eaters broke out into raucous laughter. It was good to see that they would have at least one Muggle to play with.

After mass apparating into the park just outside of Little Wiz's protective wards, the Death Eater party had strolled down to Arabella Figg's house.
They were disappointed to find nobody home within the empty house, as her possessions (and the contents of several other houses in the
neighborhood) had been shrunken down and transported out of harm's way the night previous. Frustrated, the Death Eaters followed through on
orders to destroy the only floo connection within the area, and torched the house with a round of incendiary spells.

They had then made their way towards Number Four, with strict orders to rape, pillage and destroy only after they'd taken Harry Potter prisoner. The
Death Eaters therefore took pause when they came upon the Muggle who dared address them from a wheelchair parked in the middle of the street.

The masked leader cast a Sonorous spell on himself and fired back, “Aren't you Muggles taught to say please?”

Sir Evan raised his bullhorn back to his face. “Doesn't apply to Lord Moldyshorts and Death Idiots like yourselves,” he replied. “This is your last
warning...snap your wands, remove your masks, and put your hands on top of your head.”

Ever mindful of what happens to those who go against the Dark Lord's orders, the lead Death Eater nevertheless decided that anyone brazen
enough to make fun of their leader's name had to be dealt with immediately. He snarled and raised his wand towards Sir Evan's head.

“Avada Kedavra!”

But given that the killing curse requires a two word incantation, and that transport via Sir Evan's Order of Arthur badge required only one (which was
uttered just as soon as he saw the wand pointed towards him), the lethal green beam found as its mark the back of an empty wheelchair.

“Where'd he go?” asked one Death Eater. “Sure you didn't Reducto him?” asked another. “Sure he was a Muggle?” asked a third.

“Doesn't matter,” replied the frustrated leader, as he pointed his wand up towards the sky. “Finally got enough of a reason to conjur the Dark Mark.”
The group then continued the short walk towards the Dursley's.
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Having witnessed the exchange from a rooftop perch a block away, Brian Willox decided it was time to break radio silence.
“Sir Harry, have you got Sir Evan?” Brian asked.

“I've got him,” replied Ron, speaking on his mobile from an empty box near the top of the Royal Enclosure. “He nearly plopped down right onto my
lap.”



“How are things at Ascot?” Brian asked.

Having retrieved a fresh earpiece and microphone Harry broke into the conversation. “We just finished out here. All safe and accounted for, unless
you're counting Dementors...what's your situation now, Brian?”

“We've got thirty-three, | repeat thirty-three Death Eaters about to turn the corner onto Privet Drive. They've set fire to Mrs. Figg's house, ignored our
commands, tried the killing curse on Sir Evan, and just cast the Dark Mark,” he replied, as he peered into his binoculars. “It's floating up over the
corner of Privet Lane and Persimmon Path ...Phoenix Four, looks like you've got the safest approach to fuel that fire.”

“Copy that, Phoenix One,” came the reply, “we see it, and we're on it.”
“Good,” replied Brian. “Sir Harry, when might we expect the cavalry?”

“From what we've heard,” Harry replied, “there won't be any help from the Ministry any time soon...they've got a fight on their hands...but we'll be
there, just as soon as we can.”

“Hold your position, Sir Harry...you do still have the Queen there don't you?”

“Well, yes, but...”

“But there's a backup plan in place that doesn't require you presence here, Sir Harry. Stay put and let us do our part.”
“He's right Harry,” Ron interjected. “Still don't know if they were planning a second wave here at the racecourse.”

It took nearly all of Harry's powers to overcome his “saving people thing” and listen to logic.

“Fine,” he finally said. “Just keep yourself and my future in-laws safe, would you Brian?”

Several different voices talked over each other on the radio, each trying to ask, “What was that, Harry?”

But Emily Granger, as the Muggle member of Phoenix Team Four, was too busy to hear Harry's reply. She was presently undoing the covers on two
leather pouches strapped to her belt while her wizard partner, Dean Thomas, got his broom up to a hover. After checking that the safety was turned
off on her holstered Sterling, she gingerly swung a leg over the broom behind Dean and wrapped one arm securely around his waist. They then
swooped down off of their rooftop perch and started to slowly and carefully make their way towards Mrs. Figg's.

Mrs. Granger and Dean Thomas had been assigned to monitor/guard the northeast street access to the warded zone. Like the other seven wizard-
Muggle pairs, they hadn't been tasked with trying to keep the Death Eaters from getting inside the nieghborhood. Instead, their mission was to
keep the Death Eaters within the wards, blocking their escape until help arrived. Their secondary mission was to clamp down on any evidence of
magic use observable from beyond the evacuation zone.

Dean carefully inched the broom forward between houses, dropping down into successive backyards after clearing each fence. When they reached
Mrs. Figg's backyard, they activated the timers on three smoke bombs that Mrs. Granger had been carrying and quietly tossed them towards the
rear of the house.

By the time each exploded with a small “pop” Phoenix Four was safely perched on a new rooftop with a good view of the fire. Dean then cast a
blowing breeze charm towards the plumes, which pushed the columns of thick black smoke towards (and around) the Dark Mark, effectively
screening it from distant Muggle eyes. Their secondary mission completed, they flew back to their original position.

“Phoenix Four returned to roost,” Mrs. Granger called out.

“Roger that,” said Brian, as he reached into a sleeve pocket and withdrew an eight-inch long laser device. “Phoenix teams, bug out...l repeat, all
phoenix teams, bug out....phoenix fire's on the way.”

“Roger,” came the reply, as seven pairs of wizards and muggles prepared their brooms for flight.

Brian looked over at Fred (his “Phoenix One” wizard buddy), who already had one hand on his broom.

“Coming?” Fred asked.

Brian shook his head as he turned the laser pointer on. “With all the smoke...now shoo...you'll be in charge at the rendezvous point.”

Fred nodded and patted Brian's shoulder. “Keep your head low,” he said, before jumping onto his broom. He then swooped down to the South,
away from the Death Eaters and over the backyards of Little Wiz towards the prearranged meeting point.

Meanwhile, Brian looked down the street towards the pack of Death Eaters that was too arrogant (or too stupid) to spread out. He aimed his laser
beam at a pointy hat within the crowd and voiced an authorization code into his transmitter.

One-hundred and thirty kilometers away, within an unmarked warehouse on an abandoned airbase, an RAF pilot on loan to MI-5 % toggled cross-
hairs over a bright red spot and pushed a button on his computer joystick. He watched his LCD display with satisfaction as a five-hundred pound
laser-guided bomb cleared the struts of a remote-controlled drone aircraft that had been circling Little Whinging and started it's fifty-thousand foot
descent.

Following a long-standing tradition of aircraft bombers and artillery men, the bomb casing exterior had short, hand-written messages for the



intended targets.

One side said “Don't Mess with Muggles,”while the other side was a tad blunter:

“Hocus Poke This Up Your Arse!”

“Target acquired, feather's away,” the remote pilot called out. “Smoke's pretty think, Phoenix One...we'll need constant sparkle.”
“Roger that.”

Predictions by MI-5 % weapons laboratory engineers that strong magical fields would wreak havoc on the internal guidance systems of so-called
“smart” munitions had been confirmed by Wally the week previous, when he had driven across Little Wiz's ward boundaries with a dud bomb in the
boot of his Bentley. But as the hemispherical wards that protected Number Four extended up no more than 400 feet above the ground, 99% of the
pathway of a bomb dropped from 50,000 feet was free of magical interference, and the ability to self-correct course was magically lost for only the
last few seconds of descent.

Much more worrisome were the mundane factors that had, for the most part, always limited the idea of “window-point” accuracy for laser-guided
weapons to the minds (and presentations) of defense company marketing departments. “Smart weapons” rely upon clear and constant “sight” of a
laser beam's reflection to adjust tail rudder angles and make in-flight course corrections. Smoke commonly interferes with this sight, even when the
forward observer who has identified the target maintains a continuous laser beam spot. And the ability of the forward observer to maintain a
constant “sparkle” of laser light on a target is always far from certain; even at a terminal velocity of more than six hundred miles per hour, a bomb
dropped from 50,000 feet takes almost a minute to reach ground. And a lot can happen during that minute.

The clear view that Brian initially enjoyed allowed him to target his laser beam device from a well-hidden vantage point. Fifteen seconds after the
bomb was released, however, the group of Death Eaters turned the corner onto Privet Drive, where a tall tree blocked Brian's view. Brian
scrambled along the rooftop hoping for a better angle, and discovered that the only clear sight line required him to stand straight up on the roof
crest. Which is what he did, without thought of personal safety.

The Death Eaters had just gathered in front of Number Four when one of them spotted someone standing on a rooftop pointing a wand down
towards them.

“Expelliarmus!”
The force of the spell blew Brian backwards, while his “wand” was flung violently out of his hand. Both were thrown to the ground.

The Death Eater who had cast the disarming spell used an “Accio ” to take a closer look at the wand that had been raised against them. He then
pushed the button located on one end of the metallic rod, thereby proving two separate facts:

Battery-powered laser pointers aren't damaged by Accio spells; and, Curiosity can kill more than just cats.

The ten seconds of time during which the Death Eater played with his new toy was just enough for the bomb's sensors to reacquire its target and
trim its tail in course correction. The bomb hit the ward boundary only twenty feet off course, and hit the ground a second later, thirty feet off-target
into Number Five's front yard.

Given the specified accuracy and precision of the weapon, it was a direct hit.

Fred Weasley had ignored Brian's direct orders and, rather than land at the prearranged meeting point, had ducked behind a tree to a spot where
he could keep an eye on his partner. Having witnessed Brian being thrown from the roof, Fred was flying at top speed towards him when the smart
bomb detonated. The blast knocked Fred of his broom, with his body landing fifteen feet away from Brian's.

George Weasley, who had seen Fred fly back to rescue Brian, was on route to rescue his brother when the bomb went off. Having been partially
shielded from the bomb blast by a house, he managed to stay on his broom (later claiming that the force was no greater than a typical bludger).
After using words Mrs. Weasley would have conjured soap over, he quickly landed his broom in between Brian and his brother.

“Two down,” he cried into his microphone, “Brian Willox and my fool brother down...I need medics now!”
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Wednesday, June 20, 4:00am
10 Downing Street, London

The Muggle Prime Minister had learned the hard way to treat the assurances of newspaper publishers with a large dose of skepticism. He also
considered the British public's faith in the electronic news media to be quite secondary to the trust that they put into their morning newspapers...
which is why he had waited until the wee hours of the morning before addressing the small painting in the corner of his office.

“You there,” he said to the small portraiture, “l want a meeting with the Ministry of Magic immediately.”
The rather ugly looking man within the frame, whose eyes were closed tightly, ignored him.

“Wake up you little gnome,” the Prime Minister said in raised voice. “Fetch me Scrimgeour or Il bring the Queen's Royal Wizard around and have
him give you a good hexing.”

The portraiture opened one eye and grimaced.



“The Muggle Prime Minister's ‘request' has been conveyed to the Office of the Ministrer of Magic,” the painting replied tersely.

“Good,” the Prime Minister said with no small amount of authority. He then returned to his desk and waited, while reading the front page of the last
of the major dailies to have been rushed to his office.

The Scot's Daily Journal
Wednesday, June 20, 2006

Salmon Spoils Royal Ascot Reopening

Windsor Great Park (RPI) - Thousands of spectators took ill during the opening day of racing at the Royal Ascot, forcing authorities to cancel the
last four races of the day. Ministry health officials later attributed the mass outbreak of upset stomachs, ill ease and general despondency to a
massive case of food poisoning.

“It was the salmon mousse,” said Ministry Health Department spokesperson T. Gilliam.

More than six hundred individuals were taken to area hospitals, with one hundred thirty admitted for overnight observation. The Queen and
members of the Royal Family in attendance were reportedly not among the victims. The symptoms surfaced immediately after the third race, and
put a damper on a spectacular display of magic performed during the debut of “Gryffindor,” a highly talented teen-aged illusionist who, according to
Palace insiders, recently received a royal appointment as the “Queen's Wizard.”

see “Queen's Wizard,” page 11

Explosion Rocks North Surrey Neighborhood

Little Whinging, Surrey (RPI) - Two men were seriously injured and several homes destroyed when a ruptured gas main exploded Tuesday in the
suburban London community of Little Whinging. Local officials, noting that the neighborhood had been evacuated some two hours previous when
the leak was first detected, expressed relief that the injury toll wasn't higher. More than two hundred residents spent the night in shelters while gas
company workers and emergency responders worked to determine the extent of the pipeline breach and evaluate the structural safety of lesser-
damaged residences. The underlying cause of the rupture is still under investigation.

Before the he had time to turn the page to learn more about Sir Harry the small portrait raised its tinny voice.
“The Office of the Minister of Magic regrets that its representative is not able to consult with you at this time,” it said.

The Prime Minister looked up at the portrait. He'd been informed that the Ministry of Magic had been secured hours ago, so they couldn't blame this
avoidance on the fighting.

“Minister Scrimgeour sends his regrets?” he asked in clarification.

After a few seconds silence, the painting responded. “The Office of the Minister of Magic regrets that its representative is not able to consult with
you at this time.”

“Wonder if he's been sacked,” the Prime Minister thought to himself. He stood and headed over to his leather-bound office couch, where he sat and
addressed the portrait a final time. “Well, whoever the Ministry's representative turns out to be knows where to find me.”

Looking down at his watch, the Muggle leader decided it was time to end a very long day by stretching out for a very short kip. What magic lay
beyond the sun's rise was something he could certainly wait to see.

Chapter 15— The Round Tower

Wednesday, June 20, 11:00am
Round Tower, Windsor Castle

The Queen’s Wizard and Queen’s grandson climbed the last few stone steps to reach the highest point within Windsor Castle. The journey had
taken them to the rooftop of the Round Tower, where cannons still guarded the Royal Standard that flew whenever the British Monarch was in
residence.

“Well, Prince Harry,” Harry concluded as he looked out past the battlements, “this must rank as the nicest and most elaborate play fort in the world.”

The Young Prince chuckled. “Only second best, 'm afraid...there’s a Sultan down in the Emirates that had a half-scale replica of the Fortress of
Fao built for his boys.”

“Still....”

“Yes, you're right,” the young prince agreed. “When we were younger, my brother and | spent as much time as we could up here, playing knights and



artillerymen...had these cannons carried live powder we would have flattened most of Berkshire several times over.”

The panoramic view was spectacular, and the Young Prince was all too happy to point out various landmarks and the vestiges of English
countryside. To the South, within the Windsor Great Park, were hunting lodges turned Royal residences and the stables where he’d been presented
the Royal Wizard’s orb. Just west of the Park, the oval track of Ascot Racecourse could be spied.

“Surprised that they're racing today?” Harry asked.
“No,” replied the Young Prince. “The show must go on, stiff upper lip, and all that...sure that you don’t want to give a repeat performance?”
Harry shook his head. “I think they’'ve seen enough Dementors over there for now, and | seem to attract them like flies.”

The Young Prince nodded as he grappled with his latest c-mug lesson on magical beasts and beings. “lt was quite strange watching you and your
comrades fight something that | couldn’t see...whatever happened to the two Dementors you downed?”

“Don’'t know,” Harry replied. “The corpses dissolved away before we could poke at them.”

“How does that work.. .killing something that wasn't alive in the first place?”

“I'm not quite sure...they don’t teach necromancy at school.”

“Necromancy?” the Young Prince asked, as he began to walk stiffly with his arms out. “You mean like zombies?”

“Yes,” Harry replied quietly. “Except that in our world they're called Inferi , not zombies.”

The Young Prince took notice of the slight change in Harry’s complexion, and hollow look in his eyes.

“Don’t tell me that you've run up against those things as well?” he asked.

When Harry nodded, Prince Harry shook his head and whistled a low note as they continued their walk along the parapet.

“When | was your age, the scariest thing | had to face was my chemistry professor.” He stopped Harry and pointed north towards a campus of
buildings and playing fields. “Speaking of which, there’s my old school.”

Harry looked out over the tower’s edge.
“Eton?”

The Young Prince nodded, as he patted the barrel butt of one of the eighteenth-century cannons. “Father says that it's no coincidence that this one’s
aimed straight at the faculty's residence.”

“He went there too?” Harry asked.
“No,” the Young Prince replied, "he boarded up in Scotland, but the Royal Family has been sending its boys there for centuries.”
“Would of thought the instructors too afraid to treat you with anything less than respect,” Harry replied.

“Oh, no,” the Young Prince replied with a rueful grin. “The staff takes great pride on living up to the House of Windsor’s insistence that its young men
not be treated differently.”

“So let me guess,” said Harry. “The chemistry professor assumed you were full of yourself based on who you were, instead of how you acted, and
took every opportunity to knock you down to what he thought should be your proper size.”

“Yeah,” the Young Prince said with surprise. “How'd you know?”
“Been there, been subjected to that.”

They continued their clockwise stroll, stopping to look east down the length of Heathrow’s two main runways as a passenger jet completed its
landing. Twenty miles beyond the airport were the skyscrapers of Central London. Using the airport and various motorways as guide points, the two
were able to distinguish Little Whinging from the similarly nondescript communities that surrounded it.

“Stopped by the hospital on the way out this morning and visited Brian,” the Young Prince said.

“That was nice,” Harry replied. “Hermione and | plan on returning there this afternoon...still unconscious?”
“Yes,” the Young Prince said. “His sister arrived this morning, you know.”

“No, I didn’t” replied Harry, already feeling guilty at the thought of meeting Brian’s family.

“l was quite close to him growing up,” sad Prince Harry softly, “used to sneak into the palace kitchens at night and he’d cook all my favorite greasy
foods.”

“He told us that...he’s done so much for me as well,” Harry replied glumly.



“Chin up, Sir Harry,” the Young Prince said, as he straightened his own back. “He’s not dead.”

“Close to it,” Harry replied, “and | wasn’t there to help him.”

“Even wizards can't be in two places at the same time...or can they?”

That comment brought a tight grin to Harry's face as he thought about Hermione’s time turner. “Erm, no...at least not anymore.”
“So how's your mate’s brother doing?”

“Fred?” Harry asked. “Broken arm, three cracked ribs, ruptured spleen, nasty concussion...he’ll be fine.”

“They must work wonders at your wizard hospital.”

“Yeah,” replied Harry. “They can.”

The Young Prince paused for a moment, then tried to change topics. “So have they let your neighbors back into their homes yet?”
“Should have by now,” Harry replied. “When | talked to Wally this morning they were close to being done.”

“Wow,” replied the Young Prince. “Heard about the damage...suppose you had some magic brooms and dustpans for the clean-up?”

Harry chuckled. “No, we fly on our brooms, and the neighborhood’s still a mess. Most of the houses still have broken glass, and there’s rubble and
debris everywhere...guess | was talking more about cover-up than clean-up; we spent most of the night moving dirt and dressing up the impact
crater just enough to make it look like a gas line explosion.”

“Imagine then that they've finished the body count?”

“Mostly,” Harry replied grimly. “Twenty-two dead, four wounded, and a lot of unidentified bits of bodies ...took muggle search dogs and lots of
“Accio body parts” spells to find it all.”

“Harsh,” was the Young Prince’s assessment.
“You could say that,” Harry agreed.
“So how long before you can move back?”

“Dunno,” Harry replied. “Wouldn’t do to use magic for the home repair, and my Aunt and Uncle’s house was flattened. | could move into one of the
other houses | now own, but the magical protections that were in place are in poor shape. But even if they weren’t, 'm not sure | could return.”

“Why's that?”

“Because despite our success yesterday,” Harry explained, “there’s still Death Eaters out there looking to get to me. I'm certain we'll have to defend
ourselves again, and, well...how many gas main explosions can you have in one neighborhood before somebody gets suspicious?”

The Young Prince laughed. “Yes, well, | can see your predicament...which is why 'm pleased grandmum’s given you some options.”
Harry nodded. “You certain you wouldn’'t mind lending me your play fort for a little while?”

The Young prince smiled. “No worries, Sir Harry. It was indeed a fabulous play fort, and this rooftop was a brilliant place to bring my teen-aged
dates, but...well, we all move on, don’'t we? Besides, it's the Queen’s decision, and the offer’s already been made.”

The flag turret's door swung out as the Prince of Wales led Hermione to the rooftop for her first views from the top of the Tower.
“So what do you think, Hermione?” the Queen's Wizard asked.

“Harry, can you feel it?” she replied excitedly. “l think I've already found a couple of dormant protection wards but there’s older magic than that at
work here, | just know it. Pretty sure | can work out the equations needed to attenuate anti-app wards into something more elliptical...we should be
able to cover the Upper Ward, at a minimum...maybe the entire castle with a little help from our security consultants.”

Harry smiled. “That's great, Hermione, but what do you think of the inside?”

“Oh, well, there is a lot of space to work with, don’t you think?” she quickly replied. “Hedwig would love the huge area just below, and with the stone
walls and fireplaces, and the apartment’s main room’s almost like Gryffindor Tower’s, isn’t it? And that one room that used to be a library, and
the...”

“And the one bedroom?” Harry asked, with one eyebrow raised.

Hermione blushed just a bit. “Oh, well, there is that second apartment...Ron and Luna would have room when they visit, and the Prince was saying
that the ground floor apartment used to house guards...it'd be perfect for mum and dad...” Realizing that she was babbling a bit and making more
than a few assumptions, she tried to self-correct. “or any other MI-5 % staff, of course.” She caught her breath, then asked, “So...what do you think,

Harry?”
Harry smiled. “Well...”



The Prince of Wales, sensing that he was witnessing something akin to a young couple buying their first house, took on the role of real estate agent
and tried to close the deal.

‘I will admit, it is a bit...rustic,” he said. “But your quarters in Buckingham might compensate, and we aren’t without the means to make it at least a
litle more comfortable for you here.” He paused, then added, “It wouldn’t be the first time a Royal Wizard took up residence within the Round
Tower...and I'd wager those stone steps would create a healthy sense of space, should Hermione’s parents be assigned to work or live down at
the base.”

It was Harry’s turn to blush, with the realization that there were lots of things he’d like to do with Hermione that he wouldn’'t want her parents to walk
inon.

Seeing an anticipatory look in her eyes, he turned back towards the Prince.

“But what would happen if the Death Eaters track me down again?” Harry asked. “Wouldn’'t do to repeat yesterday's tactics, would it? Hermione
and | could get away easy enough, but how would the Queen or anyone else escape if need be?”

The Prince glanced over to his son who was smiling broadly. “Sir Harry,” the Prince said in reply, “the Queen usually only spends weekends here at
the Castle; it's Ascot that has her here for the week. And if she were to be in residence...well, this castle is nearly a thousand years old, and
contains more than a few secret tunnels and passageways...isn’t that right, Prince Harry?”

“Erm, quite right, father,” the Young Prince said, with an unapologetic smirk still on his face.

Harry smiled at the give and take between father and son. He turned to Hermione, who said, “It's up to you.”
Harry turned back to the Prince. “We would be honored, then, to accept the Queen’s generous offer of shelter.”
Hermione let out a little squeal (“squee” was what it actually sounded like), and hugged Harry tightly.

The Prince of Wales turned towards his son with and offered some fatherly advice. “You should take notice,” he gently chided his son, “of the
benefits of cluing into your girlfriend’s opinions.”

When the two broke apart the Prince asked, “Will you two be joining us for lunch?”

Harry shook his head. “Thank you for offering, Your Highness, but we’re meeting Ron at noon down in London.”

The Prince nodded as looked at his watch. “Well then,” he said, “You should get going. Even with the morning rush over the roads will be busy.”
Hermione and Harry looked at each other and smiled.

“Oh, that’s right,” the Prince said, “you two don’t have to worry about paying road congestion fees, do you?”
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Harry and Hermione used the thirty minutes not spent on the expressway to meet with the Castle’s superintendent, who promised to have the Tower
cleared and cleaned by the end of the day. They then called Wally to get a Little Wiz update, and to let him know that the lorry holding their personal
possessions could be dispatched to Windsor.

At five before noon, Hermione apparated to a secured travel point in London’s West End, then walked two blocks to the trendy muggle restaurant
that Wally had recommended. It took her a few minutes to find a suitably secluded site within the busy bistro.

“Hermione!” Ron whined, as she pulled down the “closed for cleaning” sign that she’d been forced to conjur. “Why'd it have to be the women’s loo?”

The teen-aged witch frowned as she shooed her two boys out into the main eating area. “Don't like it, pass your apparition test and you can pop up
wherever you want.”

Head Auror Robard’s greetings and the prompt attention of the wait staff forced Ron to put his rant on hold. After ordering their food they took turn
providing updates on their latest activities.

Ron began with word from St. Mungo’s. He had been one of the many relatives of injured patients who had stood overnight guard at the wizard
hospital (with so many of the injured being Aurors, those normally on guard had been redeployed to the Ministry). Ron said that a rumor was
spreading that the Ministry was going to draft all seventeen and eighteen year old witches and wizards into Ministry service. A second fast-
spreading rumor clarified the first, stating that the draft would be restricted to pure-blooded witches and wizards. He then reported the senior
healer’s latest estimate, that half of those injured during the battle would be released within forty-eight hours, and that half of those remaining would
be cured within a week’s time. He ended on a personal note, conveying word that Fred was healing nicely, and that the lingering effects of the
Cruciatus spell that had struck his mum were fading. Her healers were now predicting a slow, painful, but ultimately complete recovery.

Harry and Hermione followed with news on Little Wiz and the Muggle world. Three of the four Death Eaters that had survived the blast still lay
unconscious within a military hospital. The fourth had been brought back within Little Wiz's weak, but operant anti-apparition wards and was under
heavy sedation. The Phoenix Teams were still on site, guarding the prisoner and working hard to maintain the official story on what had happened
the previous day. As far as Harry and Hermione knew, the cover stories for both Little Wiz and Ascot were holding in the Muggle press.

They asked Ron and Robards whether word of the attack on Little Wiz had spread within the wizarding world, and were told that secret was holding



as well.
They agreed that this was a good thing, once the Head Auror passed along news from the Ministry of Magic.

Rufus Scrimgeour had avoided an immediate sacking through the skillful deployment of deceit and misdirection. The subterfuge had been
straightforward and effective. Head Auror Robards had advance knowledge of the attack plans and coordinated the successful response. Head
Auror Robards was a member of the Minister’'s cabinet. Therefore, using the transitive power of mathematics and sleazy politicians, it was the
Minister's Office that had valiantly saved the wizarding world from You-Know-Who. It had become the big victory that had proven so elusive for
Scrimgeour’s office. Any questions on why there were so many Death Eaters working for the Ministry had been explained away with the simple
observation that Scrimgeour had only been in power for a year, and that the vast majority of insurgents had been hired by previous administrations.

In other words, “Blame Fudge.”

The misdirection was far more insidious. Plans to arrest Harry for underage magic use had been reluctantly cancelled after Robards reported that
he’d witnessed the sixteen year old's investiture as Queen’s Wizard. A quick trip to the Book of Wizarding Records confirmed this event, as well as
its legality. The furor that the Minister and his staff hurled upon the Head Author for witnessing and giving legitimacy to Harry’s position was intense,
but quiet. After all, Scrimgeour had just identified the Head Auror as a hero, and announced his intention to award him the Order of Merlin, Second
Class.

There weren't, unfortunately, as many constraints when it came to attacking Harry.

The wireless was already reporting that Harry Potter had betrayed the wizarding world by accepting the position of Queen’s Wizard, and that he’d
shamelessly used his magical powers before thousands of Muggles in a self-aggrandizing attempt to gain fame and celebrity. A “senior Ministry
official” had told the WWN that Harry was now a graver threat than Voldemort, stating that his actions threatened the shroud of secrecy that
protected the entire wizarding world from Muggle interference. Word was also going around that Rita Skeeter would be reporting on this story in the
next day's Prophet .

The Head Auror apologized to Harry for the Ministry’s actions, and asked if he should go public with the truth. Harry and Hermione convinced him to
stay quiet and keep his head low, arguing that the Ministry’s lies might lead Voldemort away from how his battle plans had actually been betrayed.
They also argued that the battle against Voldemort needed the Head Auror to keep his job, and to stay on top of the Ministry’s machinations. And
since it wouldn’'t do for a Ministry war hero to be seen in public with a pariah, they suggested that the Head Auror return to his office, and limit
communications until the dust settled and a proper response had been formulated.

Before leaving, Robards jotted down a spell equation and wand movement diagram on the back of a serviette. As he handed it to Hermione, he
suggested that it might come in hand in the days ahead.

“What is it?” Ron asked, as Hermione worked through the arithmancy.

After miming the wand directions with an index finger, Hermione shook her head and sighed.
“It's the counterjinx for howlers.”
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8:00pm, The Round Tower, Windsor Castle

Hermione Granger had severely underestimated the amount of time and physical exertion Harry would need to process the Head Auror's news.
She’d called their personal trainer and Harry’s longsword instructor from the restaurant to set up late-afternoon training sessions at Windsor Castle.
While waiting for the instructors to arrive, they had helped Palace staff empty out the Round Tower’s storage area, not bothering with shrinking and
lightening spells. They then used that empty space for an exhausting series of practice duels. The physical trainer had taken them on an hour-long
run within the Park and followed that with an hour of calisthenics. Harry then returned to the Tower with his instructor for an hour of sword training.

It had been two hours since that lesson ended, and Hermione could still hear Harry hacking away at conjured wooden posts. She decided that it
was time to take action. Putting her unpacking on hold, she grabbed Harry's backpack and climbed the stairs that led from their new mid-tower
apartment to where Harry was slicing and dicing.

The Round Tower’s dimensions and layout had changed many times over the centuries. The last major modifications had beenin the 1820’s, when
Windsor Castle’s transformation from fortress to palace was completed under George IV. In order to maintain its position as the highest and most

visible structure within the Castle, the Round Tower’s height was increased some thirty-three feet. Despite the inclusion of window wells in the new

stone walls, the new interior space within the addition was left unfinished, creating a huge enclosed area within this false upper story.

It was within this space that Hermione found a sweaty and slightly-bloodied Harry. Three calls were needed before she caught his attention.
“Enough, Harry.”
It was enough to make him stop.

She approached and took his hand, using the other to pull at a wooden splinter that had found its mark on Harry’s neck. A kiss staunched the
wound and slowed down his heart rate.

“Come,” she commanded quietly. “You stink.”



He looked at her oddly as he leaned down on his sword. “Come where?” he asked. “l didn’'t see any indoor plumbing within the Tower...did you?”

As Hermione shook her head she reached into Harry’'s backpack and pulled out the magical tent. With a few quick wand strokes she raised it and
staked it down.

“Come,” she commanded, as she pulled him towards the tent’s entrance. “You stink.”

Harry obeyed, and soon found the peace he’'d been seeking at the end of Hermione’s scrub brush.
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Thursday, June 21, 7:35am

It took Harry Potter a few seconds to realize that it was his badge that had woken him, and not his alarm clock. A charitable observer might forgive
this disorientation, noting that he was in a darkened room, on a new bed, and wearing a short robe instead of pajamas. And a discreet observer
might overlook the sweet confusion that came with him waking up tightly spooned against Hermione. But Harry was too frightened at that moment to
think about either charity or discretion. He groped for his glasses, and with newly focused vision made a snitch-worthy lunge towards the Order of
Arthur badge that was flashing on the floor.

“Sir Evan,” he exclaimed, “what’s wrong?”

“Erm, nothing, Sir Harry,” the elderly night replied via badge phone. “l was checking to see if you and Dame Hermione were available...her parents
are having trouble finding you.”

Harry’'s movement had woken Hermione, who had found the magical light switch. “What?” she asked, as she turned towards her boyfriend. “Where
are they now?”

“Erm, one second,” was the reply, “got them on my mobile...ah, they are the base of the Round Tower, and they say that they couldn’t find you in
your new quarters. Your mobile wasn’t working either.”

Hermione grabbed her mobile from her nightstand and double-checked the charge. When she looked back up Harry guessed that she had made a
realization similar to his.

“Erm, Sir Evan,” Harry asked (rather sheepishly), “will you tell them that we’re fine and that we'll meet them at the base of the tower in ten minutes?”
“Consider it done,” Sir Evan replied.
“How are things on Privet Drive, by the way?” Hermione asked.

“Oh, bit of a mess still, but Number 12 is in fine shape...your friends are pretty handy with their repairing spells...looking forward to your return,
though.”

“Oh...well, yes,” stammered Harry. “We’ll talk about that with you soon. Thanks again for your help, Sir Evan.”
“You are very welcome, Sir Harry...Evan out.”

“Arrgh,” Harry lamented, once he “hung up” his badge, “He thinks we’re moving back still...and | can’'t believe we forgot about the Confundus spell
on the tent flap...good thing that it wasn’t an emergency.”

“Yes,” agreed Hermione as she wiped sleep from her eyes. “No worries at all, other than what mum and dad will say when we explain why they
couldn’t find us and give them a tour of the tent.”

“What?” Harry asked with alarm, as he looked around at the room. “Oh Merlin, that would look bad...do we have to?” He quickly stood and pulled at
the obi that was tied around the waist of his short robe.

“Yes, we probably do” Hermione replied with a smile, as she watched Harry retrieve his boxer shorts from his clothes pile. “But don’t pull those up
into a twist just yet.”

“Hermione,” Harry said reprovingly, “your parents have been amazingly accepting of our relationship and current living arrangements, but really...do
you want to push our luck?”

To emphasize his point, he opened his nightstand drawer, pulled out a pair of velvet-lined handcuffs, and started swinging them around on one
finger.

Hermione crawled over to Harry's side of the bed on all fours. Tracking how poorly her garment kept up with her thighs as she moved, Harry failed
to notice as Hermione caught the swinging handcuffs with one hand, quickly wrapped her arms around him and used the cuffs to drag him down on
top of her.

“If this is all that you worry about today,” she told him in an unusually husky voice, “then I'll take my chances.”
Harry gulped as Hermione raked the handcuffs up the length of his back and pinned the back of his legs down with the heels of her feet.

“Erm, Hermione?”



“Yes, Harry.”

“Would you like to go out a second date with me tomorrow night?”
“Thought that you'd never ask.”
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It only took Harry and Hermione a few minutes to resist temptation, change into trainers, and run down to meet her parents. After apologizing for the
Confundus charm (which Hermione claimed she now used almost reflexively after sharing a house with Dudley Dursley), Harry and Hermione led
her parents out of the Castle and along the running route that they'd used the night before. From the Castle it was exactly three miles down The
Long Walk to The Copper Horse and three miles back, with a four-mile long loop in between that took them past Cranbourne Tower, Cumberland
Lodge, and Frogmore. Hermione was amazed at how well her parents kept up, despite knowing that they had started their training at the same time
that Harry and she had. She said as much as they cooled down with a walk around the outer perimeter of the castle walls.

“Well somebody has to keep up with you two,” Roger Granger explained with a smile, “or else there’s no telling what sorts of mischief you two could
getinto.”

Harry and Hermione responded with nervous laughter. “So was everything alright last night downstairs?” Harry asked.

“Yes,” Emily said, “it was like we were camping, what with the army cots and kerosene lanterns...though I'll admit that the chamber pots were a bit
off-putting,”

“Which reminds me, young lady,” Roger said, “We didn’'t hear you two come down last night to use the facilities across the way. Please tell me you
have some sort of magical water-free toothbrush.”

“Erm, something like that, daddy.”

“Well good,” Roger replied with a smile. “Just because your mum and | aren’t practicing dentists anymore doesn’t get you off the hook when it
comes to proper oral hygiene.”

“Speaking of your new jobs,” Harry said quickly, trying to change the topic, “l don’t think | ever told you both how amazed | was watching you train
this past week.”

“Thank you Harry,” Roger said. “| was a little amazed myself at how easily Emily took to flying...she usually leaves her lunch behind when she hops
down off of carnival rides.”

“Well,” Emily replied in mock indignation, “maybe that was only because | had somebody so big and so strong to hold on tight to during that ride.”
“Oh, mum,” Hermione said with a bit of exasperation while Harry laughed.

“Seriously, though,” Roger said, “I'd have to say that even with all of the scary bits that | couldn’t think of a better way to have spent the past few
weeks.”

“So even when the bits get scarier?” Harry asked, “because you know that they will.”
“Hermione Jane,” Emily said with a smile, “it sounds as if your boyfriend is trying to get rid of us.”
“Oh, no” Hermione replied, “it's just his saving-people-thing kicking in.”

“Well that’s good,” Roger replied, as they signed back in at the guardhouse iand walked into the Upper Ward’s courtyard. “Because we’ve got
business to discuss this morning.”

“Erm, that might have to wait,” Harry said, as he spied a flock of owls perched patiently on the Round Tower’s battlements. “Looks like Hermione
and | have some mail to defuse first.”

With promises to meet the Grangers in a half-hour’s time for breakfast, Harry and Hermione climbed up to the tower’s addition to take on the
assault of mail.

Having made it a point not to have The Daily Prophet delivered to Windsor, they relied upon the breath of commentary to gauge just how caustic
Rita Skeeter's hack-job had been. From the looks of things, it was every bit as bad as what they'd expected, but not more so.

Hermione expressed encouragement at seeing some supportive letters from Ministry workers who had experienced the truth first hand. A few had
even chosen to sprinkle their remarks with disparaging comments about the Minister of Magic and his staff (using personal parchment, of course).

“Could have been worse,” Harry opined, “looks like only seventy percent is negative, and only half of that lot are howlers.”
“Well hello, Mister Optimism,” Hermione replied. “Certainly a welcome change from how surly you were last night.”
“Well what can | say,” Harry replied as he gazed fondly towards the Love Shack, “you just washed all of that anger off of me.”

“Right,” Hermione replied, “best you find another way of calming down ...I'm not about to carry that scrub brush around with me.”



“That’s too bad,” Harry said, “because it was my focus on those bristles on my back that helped me clear my mind. | was quite serene there, for a
moment.”

“Only for a moment?”

“Well, the cold bucket of water over my head was rather harsh for my concentration.”

Hermione laughed. “If that's the case maybe some scrubbing would help with your occlumancy skills.”

Harry thought about that off-hand remark more seriously than Hermione expected.

“Yes, I think you are right... certainly bound to be more effective than anything Snape taught me.”

Hermione stared up and off to one side in what Harry recognized as one of her classic thinking poses.

“So a single-point focus....like a labyrinth almost, or a rosary...makes sense, actually...don’t know why | didn’t think of it sooner.”
“Think about what?”

Hermione cast an Accio spell, and a few moments later handed Harry the Love Shack’s scrub brush.

“Think that it's time for you to take a Zen shower,” she replied. “By yourself,” she added, quickly shooting down Harry’s expectant look.
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As the loser of a game of rock-parchment-wand, Harry reluctantly grabbed some fresh clothes and made the short hike to the Castle guard’s
changing room. Harry was happy to see that Mr. Granger was still there to document his propriety...it was even worth the good-natured ribbing that
he took (e.g. “So Harry, limagine you use magic to keep from having to shave each morning, right?”). Roger waited for his daughter's boyfriend to
shower and dress (white oxford shirt, Gryffindor rep tie, mauve linen suit, and loafers). They then made their way to the Royal Mess, where they
joined Emily and Hermione for breakfast.

The “Royal Mess” was, for all intents, a company cafeteria — a place where Windsor's employees could grab a free meal without having to navigate
through crowds of tourists and security checkpoints. But this was Windsor Castle, and the Queen took care of her staff, so it was as much a
company cafeteria as a Rolls Royce was a commuter car. The hall was large and ornate, with hardwood floors, oriental carpeting and walls covered
with paintings not of monarchs, but of those who served monarchs over the centuries. The tables were covered in linen, set with real silver, and
dressed with fresh flowers.

The Mess manager greeted Roger and Harry at the door as if he were welcoming guests into his own house, and led them to a table where
Hermione and Emily were already scanning a menu whose entrees ranged from haute cuisine to comfort foods.

“So, Harry,” Emily said after the two men were seated, “It seems that you are already turning heads and making friends within the Castle.”
“How’s that?”

“The manager mentioned your insistence on taking meals here, rather than one of the private state rooms...said it was ‘refreshingly humble for a

member of the peerage’.

“Well...it wasn’t just my decision,” Harry replied, as he took note of Hermione’s glowing smile. “And | don’t see why anyone should make a big
deal...after all, |am a employee too, right?” To emphasize that point, Harry grabbed the Staff ID that hung from his jacket lapel.

“And walking into the kitchens to thank the staff?”

“Seemed the right thing to do...and Hermione’s got me well trained not to take Hogwart’s house elves for granted.” That comment earned a laugh
from the table, as a waiter arrived to take their order. “l also wanted to give them an update on Brian’s condition...a lot of his old co-workers were
there and word had gotten around that he’d been injured.”

Emily nodded. “l called the hospital while we were waiting...he’s been moved out of the Intensive Care Unit.”

“That’s great...has he regained consciousness?”

Mrs. Granger shook her head. “They think it still may take a few days...it was a rather nasty concussion that he suffered.”
“And they won’'t know until he wakes just how bad the spinal cord injury was?”

After Emily nodded the conversation dropped for a few seconds as they all thought about (and silently prayed for) Brian’s prospects for a full
recovery.

Roger broke the silence by providing Harry with an initial cost estimate from Privet Drive. Had there really been a gas main explosion, the utility
company would have been liable, but given the circumstances, it was understandably reluctant to accept responsibility. MI-5 % did have a secret
fund for these sorts of things, but Harry had insisted that he cover the costs, arguing that the attack involved wizard terrorists. As a handshake
compromise, the charges were to be split down the middle, with Harry providing payment in kind; rather than directly repay the Crown he would use
his funds to support wizard forces fighting against Voldemort. With an estimate now in hand, Harry told Roger that he would create a “war funds”
account within his Gringott’s portfolio, and transfer a galleon-equivalent amount.



Emily then raised a Clan Potter issue. Plans had been made for a summer solstice party that weekend, with an expanded guest list that included
every Muggleborn Hogwarts student and their family. She had made arrangements to cover travel expenses for those students that lived outside of
Greater London, but was uncertain what to do now that Privet Drive was a construction zone. Harry replied that bringing all of the Muggleborns
together was more important than ever, given the Ministry’'s actions. Hermione pointed out that there was plenty of room within the Castle, but that it
might not be prudent to flaunt his position as Queen’s Wizard. Harry agreed, and mentioned sight of some sort of amusement park when he was up
on the Round Tower’s roof. Emily promised to look into that possibility and to have a list of potential alternatives ready for Harry by dinner.

The Queen's Wizard had just poured a second cup of tea when Wally entered the hall and approached their table. He asked, “Lord Gryffindor,
Dame Hermione, would you allow me to interrupt your breakfast?”

Harry smirked at Wally's formality as he nodded in response. The secret agent explained that the Prince had instructed the Household Staff to fast-
track the renovation and refurbishment of the Round Tower. To that end, there was a delegation of people that wanted to meet with Harry and
Hermione for a tour. They immediately agreed, on condition that the Granger's come along as well (as they might have an interest on the ground
floor living quarters). And so it was that fifteen minutes later Harry, Hermione and her parents were introduced to the Castle Superintendent, the
Royal Architect, the Castle’s Maintenance Chief and the Royal Curator of Art. The Royal Historian, whom they'd already met, was there as well.

It took almost an hour to complete the tour. As they made their way up through the various floors it became clear to Harry that there were competing
interests within the group. The Maintenance Chief was almost embarrassed that the Queen had offered such spartan quarters to her guests, and
took every opportunity to suggest how the floor plans could be changed, elevators installed, and modern conveniences provided. In contrast, the
Royal Architect wanted to leave the tower the way it was, in the name of historic preservation. Whenever his colleague started to discuss knocking
down walls, or adding an HVAC system, the Architect would argue (politely, of course) that the Queen’s guests would be much more comfortable
elsewhere within the castle. The Curator took a middle course, asking that the changes be kept to what was absolutely necessary, and that they be
done with an eye towards historic accuracy. And while the other staff members were trying to make their points, the Royal Historian provided more
information about the tower’s history.

Windsor Castle was one of a series of fortifications built within a day’s march of London, and the Round Tower was one of the first structures built
within the Castle. Its foundation stones were placed on top of an artificial hill that was constructed using the rubble from a previous structure.

“Who lived in the Tower besides the occasional Royal Wizard?” Harry asked.
The historian replied, “When there wasn’t a wizard in residence the tower belonged to the Superintendent’s predecessor.”

“His title was Castellan,” the Superintendent added, “though he was also identified as a governor. He lived in the upper apartment, while his
lieutenant-governor had the ground floor quarters.”

“So this Castellan...was it a military or a civil post?” Hermione asked.

“Both,” the historian replied. “He was the local judge, chief forester and warden of the Windsor forest...at the same time, he was in charge of the
castle’s defense, and of any prisoners kept within the tower’s cells.”

The tower’s detention area was sandwiched in between the upper and lower living quarters, with confinement space allotted based on the
prisoner’s rank and gentry status. The first level had twelve small cells; the second level, four. The third level had only a single cell; this “King’s
Suite,” was the historic home of jailed monarchs and regents.

Each of the two separate living areas had three rooms spread over two levels. The first floor of each apartment was a large open common room,
with fireplaces spaced evenly along the circular walls. This was the main living area, and was also used as a dining room. The floor above was
divided into bed chamber and dressing room. Since the ground level also had a guard house and storage room for weaponry, the lower
apartment’s rooms were necessarily smaller.

In keeping with its main purpose, the tower’s living quarters were all opened to the circular staircase, providing easy access to its narrow windows
for the Castle’s archers, and (later on), musket men. In fact, the only interior doors within the Tower were attached to the jail cells. This openness
became an issue when the group discussion hit upon privacy concerns; anyone climbing the tower’s stairs to raise and lower the Royal Standard
had to walk through each of the living quarters.

Harry’'s worry about explaining away the Love Shack once the tour reached the addition proved baseless; Hermione had taken it down after her
morning shower. The posts Harry had used for sword practice were still there, though, prompting him to provide cryptic comments about their use in
a new illusion that he was developing.

Atfter finishing their tour the group moved to a castle conference room to hammer out a renovation plan. Harry and Hermione scored points with the
Architect and Historian by severely limiting the scope of work. Walls would be built to separate stairwells from living quarters, a stone-encased pipe
chase would provide water and sewer service throughout the tower and electrical service to the lower apartment. Small W.C.s would also be built
within each dressing room. Plans to build modern kitchens and install centralized heating were shelved; they would take their meals in the Royal
Mess, and rely upon the fireplaces to provide heat in the winter.

When asked about potential reuse of the detention levels, Harry decided to leave it in its present condition; his only request being that the cell doors
have modern locks installed. The Superintendent jokingly asked whether Harry had plans on housing any prisoners. When Harry smiled and
replied, “That's exactly what I'm planning to do,” Hermione was the only one to realize that he just might be serious.

Once plans were finalized the meeting broke up with the Castle’s superintendent and art curator asking for separate meetings with Harry and
Hermione. Wally tagged along as the Superintendent gave Harry and Hermione an overview of the Castle’s security systems.



The bulk of the Castle’s defenses were arrayed to defend against tourists, rather than terrorists. The Castle was one of Britian’s most popular
tourist attractions, particularly after the devastating fire of 1992, when the Queen opened for public display many of the rooms that had been
restored at taxpayer expense. As the Superintendent led them through Castle grounds he pointed out various checkpoints and queues, where
Castle visitors were checked to ensure that nothing dangerous was brought in, and nothing valuable taken out. He further noted that, after an
embarrassing series of incidents, great care had been taken to keep uninvited guests from gaining access to the private portions of the Castle.
Most of that effort was done remotely, as he demonstrated by walking them through a monitor-filled control room similar to what had been housed
upstairs at Number Five Privet Drive.

The Superintendent’s tour ended just before lunch, leaving time for Harry and Hermione to privately discuss their security concerns with Wally.
Hermione stated her intent to develop an anti-apparation field large enough to encompass the Castle, but noted that public access within parts of
the Castle would still be an issue. Harry agreed, pointing out that a Death Eater’'s wand wouldn’t trip a metal detector, and that wacky clothing
couldn’t be trusted as a tell-tale indicator of magical ability. Wally asked if there was some sort of magical equivalent of a metal detector to identify
magical devices. Harry mentioned the Sneakoscope, but said that it probably wouldn’t be focused enough to pick one wizard out of a crowd. He
promised Wally that he’d have Fred and George look into the matter.

Wally then asked about protection wards for the Round Tower itself. He recognized the need to keep the general Muggle population out of the
tower, but worried that Muggle repellent charms would be too obvious, and keep c-mugs like him from entering. He suggested that a Muggle
electronic entry system might work, but Harry, recalling Slughorn’s pre-Hogwarts accommodations, thought that they might be too easy for a wizard
to disarm. As usual, it was Hermione that thought of a practical solution...a security ward that was keyed for only certain individuals to pass,
combined with a dummy key card device that an authorized visitor would go through the motions of activating.

Harry and Hermione next told Wally about the Daily Prophet article that had identified him as Queen’s Wizard. Now that this knowledge was out
within the wizarding world, Harry was afraid that the Castle would become a Death Eater target. He mentioned that the Prince had described some
secret escape routes within the castle, and asked him to find out more about these passageways. They then discussed how the Castle should be
defended from physical attack. Wally noted that there was an army barracks a mile away from the castle with troops nominally designated for castle
defense, but noted that there weren’'t any c-mugs within those ranks. While MI-5 % could easily plant a few of its agents within the Castle’s security
team, they agreed that the Castle defenses should be no less robust than Privet Drive’s. Harry and Hermione decided to raise this issue the next
time that they met with the Prince or Queen.

Atfter lunch Harry and Hermione met with the Royal Art Curator to discuss Round Tower interior design. The Curator told them that the Castle had a
large supply of antique furniture, carpeting and wall hangings that they could pick and choose from, and led them to a basement-level storage area
underneath the State Apartments. Along the way, the curator tried to manage expectations, noting that within their inventories “modern” was used to
describe anything made after the eighteenth century. Hermione surprised the curator when she replied that Harry and she had lived in a castle that
lacked electrical service for most of the past six years, and would therefore be quite comfortable with even the simplest of accommodations.
Encouraged by this response, the curator helped Harry and Hermione select several pieces of antique furniture and oriental rugs that would have
been right at home within the Gryffindor common room. They also picked out large armoires and cabinets for the dressing room, and a four-poster
bed, two desks and matching chairs for their bed chamber. Harry and Hermione then asked that her parents be allowed to similarly furnish the
ground level living quarters.

With furniture and floors covered, the Curator took them to a fireproof climate-controlled storage room that housed a small portion of the royal art
collection. Hermione was thrilled when told that they could decorate the Round Tower’s walls with any of the stored works. Again, the curator tried to
manage expectations by noting that all of the Rembrandt's were already hanging on royal walls. With more than a thousand pieces to choose from,
Hermione asked to use the Collection’s e-gallery to narrow the field, while Harry asked if artwork had historically hung on the Round Tower’s walls.
While the Curator excused herself to research that question, Harry and Hermione clicked through the e-gallery, cross-referencing possibilities
against a list of works currently on display.

“So what are we looking for?” Harry asked.
“Wizards,” Hermione replied, “or, at least, something that might have been painted by a wizard.”
“Why?”

“Because I'm curious,” Hermione replied with a tad of defensiveness. “And because you never know what a magical painting might be able to tell

you.
“Oh....erm...Hermione, wouldn't you think one of the Muggles around here would have noticed a magical painting?”
“Not if it was dormant,” Hermione replied.

Harry confessed his ignorance on the topic of sleeping magical paintings, which prompted Hermione to dive into a lecture based, of course, on the
material that Harry should have known had he ever bothered to read Hogwarts, A History . Had he been taking notes, Harry’s short version of the
presentation would have read: “Paintings need magic to stay alive. Wizard artists paint magical pictures of food, and the portraits “eat”this
magical food. No magical food = no energy = paintings become dormant.”

“How will we know if a painting is magical if it's dormant?” Harry asked.

“Well, without a magical still life to offer as a meal, we have to make some educated guesses, then zap each potential painting with a magical spell.
That would probably provide enough energy for a portrait to at least stretch its legs.”

“But why would a wizard artist paint pictures for a muggle king or queen?” Harry asked.



“Because they were the ones with the money,” Hermione simply replied. “And it's always possible that the Royal Family purchased a magical
painting that had long gone dormant.”

It took Hermione just a few minutes to search through the computer database, arriving at a list of twenty different paintings similar in style to those
hanging in Hogwarts. With Harry keeping watch for the Curator, Hermione retrieved these works using several variations of “Accio Portrait of
Burkhard von Speyer”. She was disappointed that after magical transport none of the paintings gave signs of being magical, though they were all
marvelous to look at. With the Curator still out of the room, Hermione decided to goose the paintings with some additional magic, and cast
levitation spells. Again, none of the portraits moved, though Hermione though she might have seen an eyelash flutter in Portrait of a Young Man by
Giovanni Bellini. She set that work aside, along with a similarly titled work called Portrait of a Man, (not because it appeared magical, but just
because she liked it.)

Harry helped Hermione return the other paintings to their cubby holes, finishing just before the curator returned the room. She first complemented
Hermione on her selections, and promised to have them brought to the tower along with the furniture. The Curator then told Harry that she had
located a journal account that described Round Tower wall hangings during the Eighteenth Century, but that none of these works were within the
collection’s database. She thought it possible that this artwork had remained in the tower, and had been stored with the other material that Harry
and Hermione had helped remove from the Tower’'s addition. They asked for and received permission to poke though these storage boxes.

Harry and Hermione spent a half-hour opening boxes and banishing dust-bunnies as they rummaged through the Tower’s past. They found swords
and halberds and battle-axes, copper plates and goblets, moldy bedding and, finally, a box of unframed art. Having been trusted to work alone
within the storage room, Harry unrolled each piece and used sticking charms to hang them up against a wall for closer display.

There were eleven different works, covering a variety of styles, media, and (frankly) skill levels. They ranged in size from an eight-by-twelve-inch
piece of paper to a wall-sized tapestry eight feet long and ten-feet wide.

“Interesting,” Harry said with a wide grin, “Now this...this lot | could see hanging on our walls...what do you think, dear ?”

It took Hermione all of three seconds to determine the unifying theme that had turned Harry into an art lover. Whether woven or painted, Baroque or
Byzantine, intimate in detail or grand in scale, they all had one thing in common:

Naked ladies.

All artfully posed, mind you, but naked nonetheless.

“Oh, honestly, Harry!” Hermione said with a bit of disgust. “I'd have expected that response from any one of the Weasley boys, but from you?”
Harry looked at her with mock indignation. “Ah, the perils of being a patron of the arts.”

He laughed as Hermione scowled. “Ah, come on, Hermione, don’t you get it? This stuff was hanging in a guard house full of troops...not much
different than some modern soldier having a page from a girly magazine hanging in his barracks.”

“And your pointis?”

“Erm, don’t have one, | guess,” Harry replied with a grin. “Just thought we ought to check if any of these were magical...since there have been
wizards in the tower, you never know....”

“You never know how in touch they were with their inner perv?”

“Now Hermione, you were the one that said a magical painting might tell us something valuable.”

“Yes, yes, | get the point,” Hermione replied with exasperation. “But your sticking charms were magical and nothing happened.”
“Well your painting needed an extra boost before you thought you saw fluttering eyelashes, right?”

Hermione reluctantly agreed and cancelled all of the sticking charms. The artwork fell to the floor in a heap. She then used the same levitation spell
that had been placed on the other artwork.

“Hey, | saw that,” Harry exclaimed excitedly, “that one there...she wiggled her bum a bit...you saw that, didn’t you?”
It took most of Hermione’s willpower to reply truthfully.

“Yeah, yeah, | did,” she muttered, pointing towards a painting depicting a group frolicking nudes within a mountain spring. “Would have to be the
one with the most women in it, wouldn’t it?”

Harry grinned. “Why don’'t we goose them with some more magic...we want to be sure, right?”

His girlfriend shook her head with resignation, and then joined Harry in shooting a variety of harmless magical spells at the painting. After a thirty
second barrage the painting’s spring began to flow and all nine of the bathers began to move in a series of wiggles, winks and grins. One figure,
wearing a crown of roses in her hair, fixed her eyes on Harry and began to bend and stretch in ways that rendered useless the tree branches and
leaves that had been strategically placed by the artist for modesty purposes.

Hermione put hands on hips and scowled a bit at the figures within the painting. “You do know that you're all pushing your luck, don’t you?” Focusing
on the one that had taken interest in Harry she said, “Let me guess, your name is Erato, right?” When the figure nodded her head regally Harry
asked how she knew the figure’s name. Hermione pointed towards a pile of clothing and objects by the water’s edge.



“Those robes are Ancient Greek in design,” she replied, “as are the lyre, the flute, and the masks used by actors in Greek tragedies and comedies.
Each of those objects are historically associated with one of the Nine Muses, and, well, there’s nine women there, isn’t there?”

Harry replied, “So how did you guess this muse was named Erato?”

“She’s the muse that inspires poets to write erotica.”

“Oh...well | certainly see how she could be inspirational.”

“Get your mind out of the painting, Potter,” Hermione chided.

“Erm, yes...dear?” Harry replied, with a somewhat guilty-looking expression.

Hermione sighed as she stepped towards the canvas and address the figures. “Alright, ladies, bath time is over, if you have any interest in hanging
within a magical household again.”

Though the muses lacked enough magical energy to verbalize a reply, the fact all stepped out of the water and started to get dressed indicated that
Hermione had gotten her point across.

“Right then,” Hermione said. “You'll need to strike a pose...we’re going to have to show you to Muggles. Behave, and | might just might arrange a
magical meal for you...understand?”

The Muses nodded in agreement as they each grabbed their distinctive prop and arranged themselves in the poses and positions originally given
by their creator. Just to be safe, Hermione case a Finite Incantatum spell on the canvas before rolling it up.

The Curator was understandably excited about Harry and Hermione’s discovery. As one of the foremost art experts in Europe, she was able to
identify the artists for almost all of the works. That she knew nothing about the bathing muse painting beyond it’s ltalian Renaissance style didn’'t
dampen her enthusiasm; she labeled it a masterpiece upon inspection. A bit embarrassed that such a magnificent work had been allowed to fester
in non-archival quality storage under her watch, she was amazed that her careful inspection found no evidence of damage. Harry and Hermione told
her that her secret was safe with them, and that they’d take good care of the painting while she looked into the painting’s provenance. With that
convenient arrangement reached, the grateful Curator told Harry and Hermione that after obtaining an electronic image of the painting she would
frame it herself and deliver it to the Round Tower.

As they walked back towards the Round Tower, Harry apologized for acting his age in front of Erato. Hermione cocked her head slightly, and then
took his arm and smiled. “You're forgiven, but only because I've seen that lustful look on your face before.”

Harry furrowed his eyebrows. “You mean some time that Fleur was around?”

“No, silly,” Hermione replied demurely, “l mean last night.”
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Chapter 16 - A Quick Visit to the Wizarding World

Friday, June 22, 7:30am
Ottery St. Catchpole

Harry and Hermione had taken advantage of the early solstice sunrise and left Windsor Castle at 5:00am, hoping to catch Mr. Weasley before he
floo’ed to work. Motoring was a decadent waste of time, but with little traffic on the road and the wind in their hair, they had both relished every
moment. Right up to the point where they spotted the road sign for Ottery St. Catchpole.

“What's wrong?” Hermione asked, noticing Harry’'s sudden mood change. “Disappointed that we had to postpone our date tonight?”

“No,” Harry replied. “l mean...yes, 'm disappointed, of course...but everything is moving so fast, on so many fronts, and now I've got the other
badges...”

“And itisn’'t letting up any, is it?” Hermione added. “You know, Harry, this ‘three date’ thing was a cute idea, but under the circumstances...”
“Stop right there, Hermione,” Harry said. “If you aren’t going to hold me to it, then | am. Saving the world is no excuse for not treating you right.”
“Oh, Harry...” Hermione sighed. “You treat me right with every breath you take...except, of course, when you're panting over the Muses.”
“Hush,” Harry chided. “And take care to recall that it was your idea to hang it in the Tower last night....”

The banter lagged as Hermione navigated onto the path that so rarely doubled as The Burrow’s driveway. She thanked Merlin that they were driving
Ron’s motorcar, rather than hers, then noticed another change in Harry's demeanor that mirrored the transition from smooth asphalt to rough dirt.

“So Harry, really, why the sudden sullenness?”

“Erm, guess | was wondering how long it would take for life to imitate art.”

“How so?”

Harry turned and gave a rueful smile. “Remember that racy Muggle movie we watched last week?”
Hermione blushed a bit. “You mean The Unbearable Lightness of Being ?”

“Yeah, that one...guess | was thinking about the ending.”

Hermione nodded. Though she had fallen asleep before the movie’s end, she had read the novel.

“Harry, it has been magical morning...a magical month for that matter. But that doesn’t mean that there’s a lorry just around the bend that going’s to
end it all with a fatal head-on collision.” As she drove through the Burrow's protective wards she added, “Particularly on this path.”

The Queen's Wizard shook his head and smiled a bit as he looked down towards his feet. “Ginny’s reaction to our news might have the same force
as a head-on collision.”

Hermione nodded as she matched Harry's smile. “Which is why,” she replied, “l owled Luna yesterday asking her to invite Ginny to spend the night
at her house...we’ve got enough to do here before tackling that distraction.”

Harry jerked his head around towards Hermione and let out a quiet snort of bemusement. “Anyone tell you that you are one smart witch?”
“Oh, once or twice.”

By that point Hermione had pulled up in front of Mr. Weasley, who had heard the motorcar’'s engines and was anxiously waiting to greet them. She
allowed Arthur the opportunity to work the car door’s handle.

“Hermione, Harry, what a pleasant surprise,” he said as he opened her car door. “I's so good to see you again!”

That Mr. Weasley took the time for hugs and handshakes before touching more than the Morris’s car door was clear indication that this greeting
was genuine (though his patience seemed a bit tested as Fleur and Bill came out to add their welcomes).

“Hermione, you have a lovely motorcar,” he exclaimed.
“Oh, it's not my car, Mr. Weasley, it's Ron’s.”

“Ron’s?” Bill asked, “You mean my little brother actually knows how to work one of those things?”



Hermione nodded. “Didn’t even have to obliviate the muggle examiner for him to get his license,” she noted, which caused Arthur to puff out a bit in
pride.

“Chip off the old block,” he said, as Hermione offered him the car keys and a chance behind the wheel. Once seated, he looked at the front dash,
then down at the floor boards. “So where is the drain?”

“What drain?”
“The drain to take away the rain water.”

It took Harry only a few seconds to understand Arthur's bewilderment. He then made Mr. Weasley's day by showing him how the convertible’s cloth-
topped roof could be extended up and over the interior. Hermione made Mr. Weasley's week by asking if they could leave the motorcar there at the
Burrow. That gave Fleur the chance to tactfully suggest there would be time for Arthur to spend with the vehicle later in the day. Mr. Weasley agreed
with a hint of chagrin, and invited Harry and Hermione into the Burrow's kitchen for some tea.

“You should have told us you were going to visit,” he chided. “We’d have had a big breakfast waiting.”

“Erm, that's exactly why we didn’'t call ahead,” Hermione said. “Didn’t want anyone to make a fuss, particularly Molly.”

Arthur nodded, “Well, if you come around to see Ron and Ginny, 'm afraid, there not here.”

Harry replied, “We know, we talked with Ron on the way out this morning...he’s off the graveyard shift in a few minutes, though, right?”

“Yes, off of work and ready for bed, just as soon as he tumbles through the floo. But Ginny should be up over at Luna’s, so it'd be easy to visit her.”
“We’re planning on visiting Luna’s later,” Hermione replied, “but we really hoped to have a chance to visit with you and Mrs. Weasley.”

“Oh,” Mr. Weasley said with a bit of surprise, “Well Molly’s still resting...hasn't done much else since she came home yesterday...l'll go and wake
her.”

“Please don’t do that,” Harry quickly said, “l know all too well what she’s going through. Maybe you could just tell her we stopped by, and we’ll try
again later?”

“Certainement,” Fleur interjected, as she levitated the kettle over to fill their mugs. Her comment brought Harry’s focus out of the conversation and
onto his surroundings for a moment. It had been a year since he’d last visited the Weasley’s, but something had still seemed a bit off when he had
first entered the kitchen. It took Fleur's hospitality, her French, and the kitchen apron that she was wearing, for him to figure it all out.

For the moment, at least, they were in Fleur’s kitchen, not Molly’s.

The differences were minor, but all added up....a vase of fresh flowers on the table, a bowl of fresh fruit on the counter, and (most tellingly) a kitchen
wall clock that now sported two additional hands: one labeled “Fleur” that hovered over “Home,” and a second marked “Molly” that pointed towards
“Mortal Peril.”

Hermione’s voice brought Harry back from his quiet thoughts of guilt. “Ron said that the Ministry won't let you take time off of work to be with
Molly,” she said. “That’s terrible.”

“Yes, well, we are very short-handed now, aren't we?” Mr. Weasley replied. “And with Fleur here...she’s been a godsend, she has...Thank Merlin
the Ministry’s wizard draft won't affect her.”

“So they're really going to go forward with that?” Harry asked.

“I'm afraid so,” Arthur replied. “Of course, they’re not calling it a draft...instead, it's a Ministry intern program.”

“On a massive and involuntary scale, of course,” Bill added.

Arthur shook his head. “And since the Minister put Umbridge in charge, needless to say it only applies to purebloods.”
“That stupid cow wants another crack at what she failed to do at Hogwarts,” Harry stated.

“I'm afraid you are right,” Arthur said sadly. “That Hogwarts might not open this Fall is going to be presented as their rationale for including Ginny
and all of the other sixth years in the program.”

“What? That's outrageous.” Hermione said. “They're not old enough to do magic on they're own, but they’re old enough to be drummed into Ministry
service?”

Arthur nodded. “Minister’s office thought of that, sad to say...since Hogwarts is officially closed they're transferring the ‘instructional exception’
authority to the Ministry.”

“So instead of Headmistress McGonagall and our professors teaching students how to responsibly use magic it will be Umbridge and her
stooges?” Harry scowled. “It's disgusting...you’d think they might be humbled by the level of treason we found within their ranks, but they're turning
around and using this treason as an excuse to grab even more power!”

“A very cogent analysis, Harry,” Bill said. “Question is, what are we going to do about it?”



Harry shrugged his shoulders. “l don’t know...I really don’'t know. Bad enough we have to fight off Voldemort...but the Ministry as well?”
“You've got the ear of Head Auror Robards, Harry,” Mr. Weasley. He then gave a weak smile. “As well a few other ministry officials...”
“Thank you , Mr. Weasley...you don’t know how much that means to me,” Harry replied. “When does this ‘intern’ program start?”

“Owils are being sent out today, with assignments starting a week from Monday.”

Harry took note of the time. “We’re going have to spend some time working out a response,” he concluded, “but in the meantime you need to get to
the Ministry on time...can’t give them an excuse to hassle our supporters, can we?”

Arthur smiled and said “I've still got a few minutes...floo traffic to the Ministry has been lighter than normal these past few days... can’'timagine
why.”

Harry reached into his pocket, and pulled out a small electronic device. “We brought something that we thought you might want to see. Mrs.
Weasley too, as soon as she’s up to it.” He opened the top up to reveal the small LCD display of a portable DVD player. “It's not going to work
inside the house, but maybe out in the yard?”

He went on to explain that it was a muggle version of omnioculars, with a recording of the Dementor attack on Ascot. Arthur’s eyes lit up as he
calculated just how late he could be getting to work. With a laugh and wave, Bill and Fleur pushed Arthur out the door and towards the backyard
Quidditch pitch with Harry and Hermione.

Once they were far enough away from the concentration of magic that was centered on the house, Harry turned on the player and showed Arthur
how to work the controls. He then popped open the drive to reveal the DVD disk on which the recording was housed. Hermione explained that
Muggle movies could be played on the machine as well, and handed Arthur a small case filled with some of her favorite films.

When the DVD recording of the Ascot magic show began to play Arthur quickly forgot about the technology and focused in on the Dementor attack.
Ron had given him a cursory description of what had transpired, but it was nowhere near as riveting as seeing it replayed for himself. Harry
provided a running commentary, and made sure to freeze the frame when Ron'’s fully formed patronus came into view.

“That’s...that's Ron’s?” Arthur asked with wonder, as he watched a tenacious terrier nip at a Dementor’s heels. “Oh my, Molly is going to be beside
herself with pride when she sees this.”

“That was our hope,” Hermione replied, “because that ties into why we wanted to talk with you before Ron got home.” She then handed Arthur an
engraved invitation, printed on Royal stationary.

Five minutes later, with DVD player, invitation and explanation in hand, Arthur led Hermione and Harry back inside the house. After checking in on
Molly, he floo’ed off to the Ministry. A few minutes later, Ron popped out of the fireplace, tired and a bit worse for wear. He wasn't too tired, though,
to proudly take his big brother out for a ride in his convertible, which left Harry and Hermione alone for a few minutes with Fleur.

Hermione wanted an update on the wedding. Fleur, in turn, wanted an update on Hermione’s love life. At Harry's embarrassed blush Fleur
explained that it was her Veela blood that had betrayed their quasi-secret, rather than any loose words from those Weasley boys that were in the
know. She cautioned, though, that Harry's love-smitten face could be read by anyone who had a vested interest in looking, which made him blush
even more. Hermione grabbed Harry’'s hand in reassurance, and told Fleur that they were going to break the news to Ginny that afternoon at Luna’s
house. Fleur agreed with that plan, noting with a smile that Ginny's shrieking might interfere with Molly's rest.

And on that reassuring note Hermione and Harry walked out beyond the Burrow’s protective wards. Along the way they waved goodbye to Ron and
Bill as they drove back down the dirt path in the Morris. Once clear of the wards, Hermione gave Harry a quick kiss and disapparated to Diagon
Alley.

Given that the ethereal plane was considerably less congested than either Muggle motorways or the floo network, the trip went very fast. The
glamour charm that Hermione applied upon arrival facilitated anonymous entry into The Leaky Cauldron, but didn’t fool the observant eye of its
bartender.

“They’re already upstairs, miss,” Tom quietly told her as she approached the bar. “Second door on the right.”

Hermione nodded her thanks, and was soon in the company of Tonks and Remus.

“Thanks for meeting on such short notice,” she said, as she cancelled the glamour and layered her silencing charms on top of those already lain.
“Are my eyes getting to old to spot an invisibility cloak’s use, or did you make the trip alone?” Lupin asked.

“I'm sure your eyesight is fine, Professor,” said a voice projected from inside Hermione’s sweatshirt.

“What did you do, Hermione,” Tonks asked with surprise, “shrink Harry down and stuff him in your pocket?”

Hermione smiled and shook her head as she unzipped her hooded sweatshirt to reveal her Order of Arthur badge. “All clear, Harry,”

Two seconds later, Harry Potter followed a flash of light into the room.

Remus raised an eyebrow. “Fashioning illegal portkeys these days, Harry?”



The Queen’s Wizard smirked as he pointed towards his badge. “Guess we weren't exhaustive in our descriptions of how these things work.”

Tonks and Lupin looked at each other with befuddlement until Hermione explained the transportation charms that Merlin had fashioned into the
badges. Tonks wistfully lamented that with a pair of those Remus would have to work much harder to avoid lunch dates with her.

Harry smiled and fished two badges and two invitations out of his rucksack. “Then it looks like you're out of luck, Moony.”

After a few minutes of discussion, Tonks and Remus agreed to the terms that came with the badges, and became seven and eight o-clock,
respectively. Harry gave brief instructions on how to use the badge while Hermione gave a brief lecture on the Order of Arthur itself. Then, with
promises made to meet at the Burrow later that evening, Hermione and Harry made their way towards Fred and George’s with two additional
badges in hand.
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Two hours later, Harry and Hermione were performing pre-run stretching exercises with her parents back at Windsor. The Grangers initially seemed
far more interested in the side-trip Harry and Hermione had made to Gringott's than in any one of the morning meetings.

“So the goblins jumped your seventeenth birthday by a few weeks?” Emily asked Harry.

Harry nodded. “I wouldn’t call it goblin logic for fear of a nose chewing, but it seems that way. Griphook told me that wizard world adulthood is
defined not by age, but by the ability to legally use magic. Since the legal age to cast spells outside of school is seventeen, that's also the age of
adulthood...for most witches and wizards,” he added, with a tinge of embarrassment.

Hermione jumped in. “In Harry's case, the legal use of magic is predicated not on age, but on his position as Queen’s Wizard. Since under the
terms of the governing treaty Harry can legally use magic, the goblins have decided that by treaty Harry is also an adult in the wizarding world.”

Roger Granger frowned in thought. “Does this mean that your mother’s protections are no longer in place?”
“I really don’t know,” Harry replied. “Guess the only way to test it would be to allow Voldemort to try and kill me between now and the end of July.”

“Let’s hold off on that experiment, then,” Roger said with a grin. “So | guess this answers my question on why your vault portfolios changed over the
past couple of days.”

Harry nodded. “It did seem abstract until Hermione and | took a ride down to the Potter family vault.”

“Mum you should have seen it,” Hermione said with excitement, before realizing that Harry was embarrassed by his wealth. “l mean, well...like Harry
said, it's one thing to see a list of magical objects that he owns, but quite another to see them all in one place.”

Harry tried to change the topic. “Wish | had a camera to capture the look on Hermione’s face when she opened her vault for the first time.”
Hermione blushed as her parents laughed at Harry's teasing.

“So did you bring anything back with you?” Roger asked.

Harry shook his head. “Just a few things...did make arrangements for a delivery later today, though.”

“What kind of things?” Emily asked.

Harry only gave a “wait-and-see” smile in reply as he led the way out of the Castle and into the start of their late-morning run.

As they had made plans to meet Sir Evan for lunch at the Royal Mess, the pace was necessarily quicker than normal. When they'd finished, Harry
and Hermione surprised her parents by leading them not to the changing rooms, but back to the Round Tower.

‘I don’t know about you kids,” Emily said, “but Roger definitely needs a shower after that run.”
Hermione laughed. “You've got running water in your apartment now.”
“What?” Roger asked. “We were told that it'd take at least a week for the plumbing to be done.”

Harry lowered the ward that guarded the tower and opened the door. “We were told that too, so we thought we’d take matters into our own magical
hands.” He led them inside, grabbing an oblong canvas bag on the way up to the second level of the ground level apartment.

Harry stepped into the dressing room and started to gauge ceiling heights and floor space, taking into consideration the antique furniture that had
been moved there the night previous. He turned to Hermione, who had stopped at the room entry with her parents and pointed towards one corner
of the room.

“Should fit over there, don’t you think?”

Hermione nodded and, ignoring her parents questioning looks, helped Harry empty out the canvas bag’s contents. It only took a couple of minutes
to pitch the tent that they’d removed from the Potter family vault.

Roger's comment upon entering the magical tent’s living room was amazingly similar to what Harry had said back at the Quidditch World Cup.

“l love magic.”



Hermione used freshening charms to take care of the mustiness as Harry led her parents from room to room. It was larger than the Love Shack,
with two bedrooms and a full kitchen. The tent was also built with family more in mind than naughty fun. The furnishings were comfortable, (as much
as nineteenth-century style furniture could be comfortable). More importantly, the bathroom was only thirty years out of date, with a bathtub, separate
shower, and controls that (thankfully) didn’t require use of a wand.

Hermione cut into her parent’s sense of awe with a reminder that they had a lunch date with Sir Evan. When Emily asked if Harry or Hermione
wanted to use the shower first they were forced to admit that they had their own tent upstairs. With promises to give that tour sometime later, Harry
and Hermione left her parent's new tent for their own.
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Sir Evan was thrilled to have beeninvited to Windsor Castle for lunch; despite his knighthood it was the first time he’d ever been inside. His
reaction, then, when Harry and Hermione asked if he wanted to live within the castle, was understandably favorable. There were two issues that
needed resolution prior to his move, however: his hip, and the Death Eater prisoners that were still being held underneath Privet Drive’s wards.

Sir Evan’s envisioned mission as part of the newly reconstituted Order of Arthur was twofold. First, a centralized anchor point was needed for the
Order; a safe meeting place within the Muggle world where all of the Order members could meet in an emergency. That anchor required someone
to stay at the Castle at all times. Since Sir Evan was already serving as an anchor for Privet Drive, it would be a change in location more than a
change in mission. But as the captured Death Eaters were now all under combined muggle/wizard guard on Privet Drive, Sir Evan was still needed
there (in case other Order Members were needed there in a hurry). Harry stated his intention to resurrect the Round Tower’s role as a jailhouse of
sorts, but said that any decision to do so required active Castle wards and permission from both Queen and Prime Minister. Hermione was
working on the former, while a meeting on 10 Downing had been arranged for the following week to discuss the latter.

The possibility of Round Tower as jail tied into Sir Evan’s second role at Windsor Castle. If there were wizard prisoners to be kept within the tower,
there would be need of an on-site jailor. A c-mug was also now needed to raise and lower the Round Tower’s flagging whenever the Queen was in
residence. Sir Evan could fill both roles, but only if he could get up and down the Tower’s stone stairs. The broken hip and wheelchair use were
therefore an issue. When this point was brought up over lunch Sir Evan gave a guilty smile, and confessed that over the past week he had been
able to sweet talk two very nice young witches (Katie Bell and Alicia Spinnet, specifically) into casting some low-powered healing charms on his
leg. To prove the point, he rose from his wheel chair and performed a little jig.

Sir Evan had maintained the ruse in order to shield Katie and Alicia from any troubles about spell casting on a Muggle. Harry and Hermione were
more amused than alarmed, however. Harry told Sir Evan that a spell cast within Privet Drive’s wards couldn’t be tracked, and Hermione told him
that any residual magic within the restored hip bone would dissipate within a few weeks. With that information in hand, Sir Evan stood and asked to
take a walk up the Round Tower’s steps.

That Sir Evan had no problem walking up and down the stairs allowed Harry and Hermione to show him where they thought he might take up
residence.

“Don’'t mind the bars, Sir Evan,” Harry said as he led them into the jail's “King’s Suite.” “We’ve already asked for a replacement door.”

The single room that covered this level of the tower was exactly the same as it was during the previous day’s tour, with three exceptions: one tent,
and two paintings. As the tent appeared on the outside to be perfectly normal, Sir Evan’s attention was immediately drawn to the larger of the two
paintings. Of course, the fact that there were nine beautiful women moving about within the frame might have had something to do with it as well.

“Sir Harry, how did you know my taste in art?” Sir Evan asked with a roguish grin.

Roger Granger and Harry joined Sir Evan for a closer look at the Muses. “Hey Harry, was there more where this one came from?” he asked with a
laugh.

Meanwhile, Hermione and her mom stood with arms crossed, sharing a look of bemusement.
“At least they have clothes on now, mum,” Hermione said.

They watched with fascination as the nine figures took turns reaching through the edge of their painting and into the smaller work that hung right next
to it. It was a still life of a bowl of fruit, and the Muses were grabbing apples and bunches of grapes. In between bites the figures flirted with the three
men and spoke endearments in French.

“They look hungry,” Emily said.

“You would be too, if you hadn’t eaten in five hundred years,” her daughter replied. Hermione then told her mum the fascinating story that the
painting’s figures had told in between their first bites of magical energy.

The nine women who had posed for the portrait weren’t really muses, of course...the witches that had served as inspiration for ancient muggle
mythology had lived some two thousand years prior to the painting’s execution. A sixteenth-century French wizard artist had created the painting,
and the figures were echoes of young French witches that had lived at that time. They had told Hermione that the rich mistress of a French king had
commissioned the painting. The King, who had been imprisoned within the Round Tower, had written to this mistress of his loneliness, and she had
conspired with the French king’s wizard to give him some company.

There was a reason behind the painting’s topic. Wanting to give his king something more than just eye candy, the French wizard had scoured the
French wizarding world for not just beautiful witches, but smart and artistic ones as well. One was versed in poetry, another in the Classics, a third
had a voice of gold, and so on. By choosing to paint them as Muses, the wizard artist was able to give them the instruments and texts that the
echoes needed to entertain the French king in private. Apparently, the English king and castellan that held the French king were ignorant of the



wizarding world, and thought nothing of allowing the painting to be hung in the jailed king’s cell (his confinement having certain advantages due to
his rank). The jailors were similarly ignorant of the reason why several paintings of food accompanied the larger work.

Emily asked why, if the figures were now clothed, they had been found bathing nude, and why they hadn’t eaten for five hundred years. Hermione
explained the mechanics of magical paintings, stating that the figures eventually ran out of painted food, and had been unable to scavenge for
more. The story for their state of dress was a bit darker. After the French king died in captivity his jailor discovered the magic behind the paintings
and decided to satiate his more prurient interests. He removed the magical food paintings from the castle, and forced the echoes to shed their
clothing and perform for him in exchange for a few pieces of magical food, brought back to the castle one grape at a time.

“So this castellan forced them to become sex slaves of a sort?” Emily asked.
“I'm afraid so,” Hermione replied. “They had no rights, of course...magical world has problems granting equal status to sentient magical beings,
much less paintings...really horrible, when you think of it...”

“Well at least they're in a better place and better situation now,” Emily replied.
Hermione nodded. “They're still a little too flirty for me, but at least it's in French...Harry's not exactly a master of languages.”

That earned a laugh from Emily. “Well unfortunately for me, our family vacations across the Channel have given your father more than enough
understanding. Speaking of which...” She called out to her husband, “Think we have some duties at the control room, Roger.”

“Yes dear,” her husband replied with feigned grumpiness.

As the Granger’s headed off to their MI-5 % responsibilities, Harry and Hermione showed Sir Evan his future magical home. With need to stay for
that night's meeting, Sir Evan suggested that he could use a kip inside the tent before teatime. Looking at their day schedule, Harry and Hermione
realized that they themselves had ninety minutes of free time before they were to meet with Ron back at the Burrow. Rationalizing that their day had
started early, and promised to end late, Harry and Hermione left Sir Evan for the friendly confines of their own magical tent and an afternoon nap of
their own.
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Bliss lost out to worry as Harry rose from the failed kip. Untangling his limbs, he sighed as Hermione reached out in her sleep for the warmth he’d
stolen from her, then turned and headed down to their common room.

Harry walked up to the borrowed white board, grabbed a dry erase marker, and checked off the last four names on their list. There’'d been little
doubt that they’d accept the offer to join the Order of Arthur. Fred and George, who had seen the badges in action, said yes even before Harry
could completely verbalize the invitation. Tonks and Remus had been almost as quick; their brief discussion at The Leaky Cauldron involved far
more explanation of purpose than arm-twisting.

It was the rest of the list that had caused Harry's stomach to flip in fear - Wally, Steve, and Hermione’s parents. The guilt felt over Brian’s condition
had initially blinded Harry to the notion that the new Order members had to all be witches or wizards, and capable of bouncing back from injury as
easily as Fred had. With second thoughts, however, he decided that his responsibility to the Queen could require quick access. Sir Evan, of course,
could anchor her location when she was at Windsor, but Ascot Week was an aberration; weekend visits were more often the norm, and even with
her advanced age she got around the country quite a bit. With input from Wally and Steve they'd decided that the best approach to this problem
would be for Steve to be reassigned to the Queen’s personal guard. In that way, all of the Order of Arthur members could rally to his position should
the Queen ever again come under attack.

This idea of rally points had also been used to flesh out the roles of Tonks and Lupin. Tonks and all of the other Aurors that had been guarding the
grounds of Hogwarts had been recalled to the home office after the attack, so she would be well placed to allow immediate access to the Ministry
of Magic. Lupin, on the other hand, had no official ties to the Ministry, making him an ideal candidate for anchoring Hogwarts. Of course the
Headmistress would have as well, but after some thought (and a bit of guilt) they'd decided that Remus would be more nimble on a broom and in
battle.

Which left five badges, and the realization that the wizard-muggle teams that had been used on Privet Drive had worked for a reason. Wally was a
natural selection, but they'd agonized over whether or not to include Mr. and Mrs. Granger. On the one hand it seemed like a selfish move; with the
badges her parents would be able to escape any dangerous situation better than any other muggle could. But on the other hand the badges would
put them at greater danger than any other muggles, because of the responsibility that came with it. Roger and Emily had proven their mettle at
Privet Drive, and were constantly surprising them with new skills and capabilities. They also were c-mugs with motivation to fight and the knowledge
to support that fight, but still...they were her parents. In the end, they had decided to lay out their concerns to her parents and ask their opinion.
Roger and Emily had said that the choice was Harry's, but they’'d be honored to serve if asked. Harry, very reluctantly, gave them that honor.

Harry had plenty of ideas to explore with the assembled Order. He also, however, had plenty of self-doubt. Was he really a leader? It had been one
thing to head up the DA, but as Harry looked once more at the list of names he came to the startling realization that he was the youngest person on
the list!

And if that wasn’t enough to worry about there were all of his other responsibilities. Harry started to draw, following some of the diagram and flow
charting tricks Hermione had taught him. A big box labeled “Clan Potter” was drawn on the board’s edge, with an arrow connecting it to his name
on the Order list. A second box, marked “Fawkes Foundation” was similarly tied to his name. And then the dam burst, and all kinds of worries were
linked to his name (e.g. Hogwarts, his finances, MI-5 %, member of the Queen’s staff). By the time he’d finished the white board resembled a giant
web, with Harry the spider in the middle of it all.

He stepped back, then made the startling realization that he’d forgotten something. He reached out and wrote “VOLDEMORT/YOU-KNOW-WHAT



HUNT” within a box that he linked to his name. Thinking that the omission perfectly symbolized his current state, he hurled the dry erase marker
towards the white board. It bounced off the surface without satisfaction.

A call on his badge brought him out of his funk.
“Wally, what's up?”
“Nothing bad, Sir Harry...just wanted to let you know that there are some boxes waiting for you down at the loading docks.”

Harry assumed that the goblins had made their delivery from his vault and told Wally that he was on his way. He then walked down the stairs and out
of the tower. The loading docks were located within the Lower Ward, away from the State Apartments. As Harry's path took him past a perpetual
queue of tourists, he steeled himself for some public recognition.

The possibility that he might become just as famous within the muggle world was a frightening prospect. Being “The-Boy-Who-Lived” had forced
him to accept the stares, smiles and waves from strangers for years, so he’d reasoned that he’d be able to adjust. He tried to limit his movement
around the Castle to times outside of public hours, but there were times (such as this one) where he knew he just had to grin and bear it.

A teenage girl recognized him as he walked down the path and yelped out an autograph request. I'd happened twice the day previous, and he
obligingly walked over. This time, however, there was more than a Castle Tour ticket stub to sign; the preteen handed Harry the latest issue of a
muggle magazine called TRW (short for “Teen Royal Watch”). The cover startled him; it was a picture of him in top hat and tails, taken at Ascot.
The teaser headline read “Wizar-Delicious! Palace Serves Up New Magical Hearthrob.”

As he finished writing the magazine cover, things began to spiral out of control. Another magazine was thrust in front of him, and then another, as
the queue developed a bulbous growth of star-struck girls on its side. Hands not holding pens aimed camera phones, and picture flashes began to
flare as the autograph requests became much more direct and provocative; one twenty-something blonde asked if he’d sign her knickers (while
they were still worn, mind you).

A hand grasped his shoulder and pulled Harry back as the mob tried to crush its way into singularity. “Right then, that's enough, ladies and gents.
Please return to your queue, as the Queen’s Wizard has some meetings to attend to...back in queue, please....”

Harry turned and gave Roger Granger a slightly embarrassed look as Emily placed herself between Harry and the tourist pack desperate for some
body contact. Once Harry cleared the crowd by a few meters those still in pursuit realized its futility, and quickly turned to secure their places in line.

“Thanks for the help,” Harry told the Grangers, as they walked away from the crowd. “Almost apparated out that situation.”

“Tsk, tsk, Harry,” Roger said with a smile. “You'll be needing to be more mindful of visitor's hours, now that Fleet Street’s proclaiming you ‘Queen’s
Hottie.”

“Arrggh,” Harry replied, “That's exactly what | didn’'t want happening...hope you two didn’t think | was courting any of that.”
“No worries, Harry,” Emily replied. “We had video on you from the start...came when we realized you'd be needing some help.”

The Grangers walked Harry down to the dock, where two burly Castle staff members were already loading large boxes onto two utility carts. He
signed some papers, then took an offered seat next to one of the men as they drove out onto the path back towards the tower. He yelled out more
thanks to the Grangers as he passed them on their walk back to their post, then turned and waved again to the crowd as they caught sight of him.

“Become a Castle attraction yourself, Guv,” the driver dryly said.
“Yeah, | guess it comes with the job,” Harry said with resignation.

When they arrived at the tower Harry got out to open the door, then walked back to help the two men unload. One of the men practically slapped his
hand away. “What do you think you're doing, there, guv'nor?”

“Just lending a hand...it's my things, after all.”

The man shook his head. “See that the kitchen staff were right about you...Sir Harry, is it? Yes, well, Sir Harry, have you ever heard the ditty about
Sir Reggie?”

Harry shook his head.
“Ah, well it goes something like this...

Sir Reggie went to change a light,

Fell off the ladder, serves him right!

He should have stayed where he did best,
And paid those skilled to do the rest.

Harry took a few seconds to work out the poem’s purpose. When he failed to wipe the daft look off his face the man continued. “You and |, we both
work for the Queen, right? To do what...'m a mover, and you're a magician. If you spend time doing what | can do to serve the Crown, then who is
going to do the wizarding? Not me.”

IKl!

Harry nodded. “I'm sorry, | just didn’t want you to think that | think 'm better than...



“Look Sir Harry,” the man said, “It touches my heart to see your feet on the ground, and lacking airs...but you need not prove that every day by
washing dishes and mowing the lawn. By letting those around you do what they do best...that's what allows you to do your magic...to do what you
do best.”

Harry broke into a smile, and reached out his hand. “Thank you for the advice...l can't tell you how much your wisdom is going to help me.”
The mover shook Harry's hand, and then raised his fingers up in a military salute. “Happy to help, Guv.”

Harry asked the two men to wait just a few seconds before bringing the boxes upstairs, which gave him time to shrink down and pocket the white
board. He then left instructions to leave the boxes within the common room while he went upstairs to “work on his magic.” Once in the dressing
room he resized the white board and used a sticking charm to place it on a wall. With the mover’s sage advice still ringing in his ears, Harry started
to quickly sketch out a revised organizational chart.

Thirty minutes later Hermione found Harry sitting cross-legged on the floor looking up at his work. She smiled as she sat down behind him and
scooted up with her legs outside his. With two arms wrapped around his chest she pulled Harry back until his head rested on her shoulder. After a
little ear nibbling she asked, “Couldn’t sleep?”

Harry smiled as he closed his eyes and shook his head. “Things on my mind.”
“So it seems,” Hermione replied. “Looks like you've taken my flow charting lessons to heart.”
Harry nodded. “Along with the rest of you...and sorry, no give backs.”

Hermione responded with a squeeze. “Guess I'll muddle through somehow.” She released a hand to wave towards the board. “So what brought this
on?”

“l was worrying about things getting lost in all of the shuffle...decided | needed to clarify and quantify my life.” He turned his head towards hers. “So
what do you think?”

Hermione let out a “Well...” that for all the world sounded like purring.

“I'think it's brilliant, and smart, and bound to be wildly effective.”

“Flattery will get you everywhere, Hermione.”

“I certainly hope so, Harry.”

“It's only a rough draft, though,” he replied. “Any changes before | spring this on Wally and Ron and your parents?”

Hermione stood, grabbed a marker, and began chewing onits end as she examined the board. In the center, Harry had written his name next to
Hermione’s with Ron’s right below to form a triangle. All three names were within a box labeled “Treasure Hunt,” representing, (Hermione guessed),
the Trio’s horcrux search. Outside this box, Harry had drawn more boxes, each representing a group or organization that he was linked to. Within
each box was a membership roster of sorts, with the top name in all-caps and underlined. Hermione noted that Harry had, on paper at least,
accepted the need to delegate power and authority. The box labeled “Fawkes Foundation” had her mum’s name on top, her dad’s name was linked
to Harry's finances, and her name...well, her name was in quite a few boxes, but it was given top-billing within Clan Potter.

“Harry,” she asked, “Don’t you think that the Clan Chief should be head of Clan Potter?”
“Only when | have to,” Harry replied with a smile, “Thought I'd ask the powers behind the throne to run things otherwise.”
Hermione silently nodded, noting that Ron’s name was also prominent within the Clan box, as Champion and head of something labeled “CAF.”

“Stands for ‘Clan Air Force’,” Harry replied sheepishly when she asked about it. “Wanted to make sure that Dean, Neville and the rest know how
important they are in all this.”

“Because you ran out of Order of Arthur badges?”

“Yeah, something like that.”

Hermione nodded and moved on to the other side of the board. The names of the twelve Order of Arthur members were boxed, with Harry's name
underlined (but not all-capped). MI-5 % had a box with Wally's name on top (and Harry and Hermione’s absent). Windsor Castle had a box as well,
as did Hogwarts, the muggle government and a small box with the word “Peanut Butter Brigade.” When asked, Harry said that it was a place-holder
of sorts, representing his relationship to those within the magical world that supported him (with “Peanut Butter” standing for “Pure-Blood”)

Hermine took two steps back from the board. “I think that Harry Potter, Inc . has become a multi-national corporation,” she said.

“Well, not quite,” Harry replied. He looked up at the board and realized that something was missing. Standing, he took the pen from Hermione and
drew a box around their names, then drew a line connecting the two names. Above the box he wrote “House of Lord Gryffindor.”He then walked
back behind

Hermione and wrapped his arms around her in embrace.

“Erm...Harry?”



“Yes, Hermione.”

“lassume you added the Lord to distinguish that box from the Gryffindor House at Hogwarts?”
“That’s right.”

“So shouldn’t Lord Gryffindor's name be underlined as the head of that little group?”
“No, I don’'t think so.”

“Oh....so Harry?”

“Yes, Hermione.”

“We’re the only two people in that box?”

“For now, yes.”

Hermione turned with a look of scrutiny on her face. “Planning on a harem?”

“No,” Harry said with a smile. “Planning on in-laws.”

Hermione went wide-eyed. “You know, Harry, that's the second time I've heard you talk about in-laws this week.. .just how definite are those plans of
yours?”

Harry's face dropped into a serious expression. “You're right, Hermione, | shouldn’t be joking about something that's so important.”
“Erm Harry...that’s nice, but it didn’t really answer the question?”

“Guess you're right...it's just that...well, | can't imagine living without you in my life. That's nothing new...l would have said the same thing two
months ago...but now it’s, erm, so much better.”

“How?”

“Well...the snogging, of course, is brilliant, and you wield a mean scrub brush, and...and lused to be afraid that if we became more than friends
that we’d lose that friendship.”

“Imagine your Aunt and Uncle weren't the best role models there.”

“For certain,” Harry replied. "But it has worked, hasn't it? We’ve gone beyond just spending all of our waking hours together to adding in the sleep
time as well...and we’re not at each others throats, or arguing, or thinking less of each other...”

“Oh sure, say that now...but what happens the first time you hear me pass gas?”
“Who says | haven't already?”
“Harry James Potter!”

“Ah, come on, Hermione, with all of the time we’ve been together...I mean Ron’s blasts are legendary, but you can’t blame it on him all the time, can
you?”

“That’s what a polite boyfriend would do.”
“Well...I guess | could blame him, even though I'd know better...”
“And how is that?”

“Erm...you have to admit, Hermione, while Ron’s display an amazing two octave range, the associated smell is far more consistent. Well,
consistent enough to notice a difference....”

Hermione sighed. “Merlin, it’s like having Ron around...one minute we're talking about marriage plans and the next thing you know we're
comparing farts.” She laughed nervously. “I can’t believe | just said that.”

Harry laughed with her. “You can say anything around me Hermione, and 'm not going to think less of you...you know that.”

Hermione’s eyes were getting moist as she nodded in agreement. “I know...I've known that for a long time. Brings us back to that backwards
approach we’re taking to our relationship.”

“You mean determine over a number of years that we’re compatible and then go out on a second date?”

“Exactly.” She placed a tender kiss on his lips then took a step back.



“You know, Harry, if you'd have been sorted Slytherin I might have thought your comments about in-laws were a sneaky way of testing the waters
before risking a plunge.”

“Really?” Harry smirked. “You do know the Sorting Hat wanted to put me there.”

She gave him another kiss. “Yes, 1do.”

“Sure, you say that now, but will you say ‘Yes’ or ‘| do’ when it really matters?”
Hermione smiled, “Guess you'll have to risk jumping off into the deep end to find out.”
“You know I'm not a very good swimmer.”

Hermione kissed his nose in benediction.

“So bring some gillyweed.”
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Friday, June 22, 3:15pm
Ottery St. Catchpole

Harry and Hermione had to take an indirect route from Windsor Castle to Luna Lovegood’s house, as Hermione had never been there before. They
apparated/ badge-traveled to just outside The Burrow’s wards, where Ron was waiting for them in his car. From there it only took a few minutes to
drive into town.

The Queen's Wizard had floo-called Luna’s father from the Leaky Cauldron earlier that morning with a request to meet with him at his home that
afternoon. While Harry didn’t want to explain the meeting purpose, it was easy enough for the Quibbler’s editor to assume that next issue’s cover
story on the secret influence of vampires (“Vlad and Rufus: Separated at Birth?’) might be bumped.

Luna had already promised Harry and Hermione to keep Ginny at her house until dinner, allowing plans for Harry to meet with Ginny there as well,
effectively killing two birds with one stone. The-Boy-Who-Lived hoped that was all the killing that would occur during those meetings.

They spied Luna and Ginny reading on the front porch steps of the Lovegood residence; Luna was deep into the Sixth-year Ancient Runes text
she’d borrowed from Hermione, while Ginny was hunched over the latest “Teen Witch Weekly .

The skies were overcast, but not yet wet, so the car’s roof was down. This allowed Ginny to practically fall into Harry's lap after she ran to the
stopped car in a blur of red hair and wrapped her arms around Harry's neck. She pulled his head towards her in a tight embrace, oblivious to
Hermione’s scowling in the rear seat and Harry's deft avoidance of her lips.

“Harry,” she exclaimed, “it's so wonderful to see you...it seems like ages.”

“Nice to see you too, Ginny,” Harry replied with a bit of stiffness. With gentle insistence he snaked his upper torso out from her embrace. “Erm.
Ginny, we should talk later, but right now we’ve got to meet with Mr. Lovegood inside.”

“Okay, sweetheart,” Ginny replied with saccharin-levels of breathiness. Hermione, who was half-way out of the car, turned and stared, but said
nothing; it was enough for her to see Harry scoot over the stick shift so that he could exit the car from the side opposite of Ginny.

“I'l be waiting right here,” Ginny called out. She didn’t see Harry roll his eyes as he strode up the steps with a small stack of portfolios under his arm.
“Father is in his study,” Luna said, as she opened the front door for Harry and Hermione. “First door on the right.”

“Thanks, Luna,” Harry replied, as he grabbed Hermione’s hand and led her inside. Ron, now in Clan Champion mode, drew his wand out and
turned his back to the front door, on guard against the advances of Death Eaters and ex-girlfriends. Harry heard him say, “No, Ginny, you'll just have
to wait,” before the door closed behind them.

Harry spared a second to take in his surroundings. It wasn’t a fancy house, but it was comfortable and inviting. The furnishings weren’t that much
different than the Burrow’s; a bit less worn, without seven children in the house, but also less tidy (he thought that perhaps Luna’s breezy
nonchalance ran in the family). Double stacked bookshelves, piles of yellowing newspapers and the bric-a-brac of world travelers also
distinguished the decor.

His observations were interrupted by Lawrence Lovegood’s hearty greeting.
“Mr. Harry Potter, and Ms. Hermione Granger, it is rather thrilling to finally be able to meet you in the flesh.”

Harry turned and gave Luna’s father a firm handshake. “Pleased to meet you as well, Mr. Lovegood. Thank you for agreeing to meet with us at your
house and on such short notice.”

Lovegood nodded as he closed the door behind the two teens and cast a series of silencing and privacy wards about the room.
“Thank you for the privacy,” Hermione said. “That was quite an impressive array.”

Mr. Lovegood shrugged his shoulders. “I'm the one that should be conveying thanks...I've wanted to express my sincere gratitude to Mr. Potter for



some time.”
“Oh, that's alright,” Harry replied, “We both benefited from those Quibbler stories.”

Mr. Lovegood looked at him strangely. “Stories? You misunderstand me, young man. It is my gratitude as a father that | wish to convey. ltis as if |
could characterize Luna’s happiness and general outlook on life in terms of ‘Before She Met Harry at the start of Fourth Year, and ‘After She Met
Harry .”

The teen-aged wizard’s ears turned a bit red. “Thank you, sir,” he replied, “but | don’t think anything I did could have made that much of a change. If
anything, | would say that Ron Weasley would have the lion’s share of any credit to be given.”

Lawrence Lovegood looked at Harry for a moment, then nodded as if he’d reached some internal conclusion. “Well perhaps we can discuss that
another day. | imagine that you have other things...?”

“Yes, sir,” Harry replied. “l imagine that you've been following the reporting on my exploits over the past week in The Daily Prophet ?”

Luna’s father nodded. “Always make it a point to scout out the competition, even when its accuracy and objectivity is worth litle more than a slightly
used chamber pot...so are you here to discuss opportunities to tell your side of the story?”

“Not right now,” Harry replied. “I mean, it did work rather brilliantly last time we did that, but Hermione and | think that we need a more...well,
Slytherin...response to the way the Prophetis slandering us, and working as the Ministry’'s mouthpiece.”

Hermione said, “Here’s the problem ...the Daily Prophet has worked with the Ministry to lay out just enough facts to make it difficult to rebut. | mean,
we could...but any accurate description of what's happened this past week would put certain...inteligence assets...at risk.”

“It also might bring certain events to light that we’d rather stay out of the papers right now,” added Harry.
“I see,” Mr. Lovegood replied. “So you're thinking of another approach?”
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Harry nodded. “I've recently gained full control of the Potter Clan’s financial interests, as well as some additional monies from the Black estate. We
want to use part of those resources to help you, and The Quibbler, get the truth out about the battle against Voldemort.”

Luna’s father looked at the two teens a bit cautiously. “Are you asking to buy the Quibbler ?”

“Oh, no, sir, not at all,” Harry quickly said in reassurance. “Iif we were to buy any paper outright it d be the Prophet itself...l apparently already own
about 5% of its stock.”

“The problem is that Harry doesn’t want to give even the appearance of using his money to buy power and influence,” said Hermione. “If he did buy
that rag, the Ministry would probably just start up its own newspaper, claiming that the wizarding world couldn’t trust what the Prophet would print
with Harry as publisher.”

“Like it has a reason now,” Harry muttered.

Lovegood nodded, rubbing his chin with his thumb and forefinger. “So a more indirect approach that wouldn’t allow the Ministry to argue that Harry's
controlling either the Prophet or the Quibbler ?”

“Exactly,” Hermione replied with a smile. She then reached into her rucksack and retrieved a portfolio of parchment papers. With Lovegood’s
encouragement, she started down her list.

“First, we’ve been asked by an independent foundation to make arrangements with the Quibbler to start some new subscriptions.”
“Really?” asked Lovegood, wondering how this piece of information fit in. “How many new subscribers are we talking about?”

“We don’t have the full count right now, but at least six hundred to start.”

Lovegood took a step back in shock.

Harry explained, “The Foundation is looking for a way to get accurate and timely information about the wizarding world into the hands of every
single muggle-born Hogwarts student and their families. Giving them a copy of the each issue of the Quibbler seemed a logical approach.”

Hermione had to bite her tongue just a bit when Harry said “accuracy” and “Quibbler” in the same sentence, but nevertheless continued. “The
Foundation also expressed interest in getting this news spread more than once a week...might be a stretch to immediately jump to a daily paper,
but maybe three times a week would be possible?”

“Three times a week?” asked Lovegood. “That’s a lot of copy to produce...I'm afraid that our staff would not be up to the task, and 'm very sure our
old presses wouldn’'t be able to take that kind of production rate for very long.”

Harry smiled. “We brought those potential issues to the Foundation’s attention. Their Board of Directors have authorized me to offer an immediate
no-interest loan for you to purchase new printing equipment and hire new staff. They also thought you might want to consider moving to a newer,
more secure location.” Harry smiled when he added, “Of course, the Board expects that the per issue purchase price will have to be raised a bit to
cover these costs, and is prepared to pre-pay its subscriptions at twice the current rate.”



“Don’'t forget the advertising,” Hermione said. “That might take up some space in the new editions as well.”

“Oh yes, thank you, Hermione,” said Harry, as she passed a piece of parchment over to Mr. Lovegood. “It turns out that over the years most of the
Potter finances have been invested in wizarding businesses, rather sitting in piles of galleons at Gringott's. That list you have are the businesses
and enterprises that | presently either own outright or own majority interest in. | think that you'll recognize at least a few of them as Quibbler
advertisers.

“And a few more that advertise only in the Prophet ,” Lawrence added as he quickly scanned the list.
“Up until now,” replied Harry with a grin. “'m afraid that the Prophetis about to experience a rather shocking drop in advertising revenue.”

Hermione added her smile and comment. “Much better to be in the Quibbler’s position...why with its sudden jump in circulation, 'm sure, Mr.
Lovegood, that you'll be able to increase your advertisement rates quite nicely.”

“And I'm sure that the companies on that list will be willing to pay those new charges,” Harry said with a twinkle in his eye.

Lovegood stood gobsmacked in front of the two teens, then turned to levitate a pile of books off of his desk chair so that he could take a seat.
“This is all so overwhelming,” he finally said. “And what do you, or this foundation expect in return?”

“Nothing,” Harry said in reassurance. “Nothing more than what you are already doing.”

“Well...” said Hermione with a small smile, “It might be nice to know that at least some of those new reporters you hire focus on the Ministry and
current events, and that Scrimgeour’s hijinks share the lead with Snorkack sightings now and again.”

Lovegood chuckled at that response. “Fair enough.”

“l couldn’'t say for sure,” Harry said with a smile, “but you might find that in the future there will be a few more Ministry insiders willing to speak to
Quibbler reporters off the record.”

“As well as the occasional anonymous tip from those most definitely outside of the Ministry, Harry?” the editor asked with an upraised eyebrow.

They all laughed at that observation. Hermione then provided Lovegood with some papers to sign from both the Fawkes Foundation and Gringott’s.
The Quibbler’s editor didn't fail to notice the unmarked envelope that was also within this pile of parchment. Harry and Hermione were forced to
decline Lovegood’s invitation to stay for dinner with assurances to meet again in the near future, Luna’s father then led Harry and Hermione back
out to the front steps of his house.

Upon his return to his office Lovegood opened the unmarked envelope. A few pieces of parchment and two wizarding photographs spilled out.
Quickly scanning the first document, he found a list naming all of the Death Eater insiders that had tried to take control of Ministry that past week,
sorted by department. “Little wonder they didn’t name names and departments in the Prophet,” he mused, as he realized just how many spies were
within the Minister’s office itself.

He then laid the two photographs side-by-side on his desk. The first photograph was a headshot of Rita Skeeter, winking at the camera while her
Quick Quotes Quill scribbled furiously over her shoulder. The second image was a close-up shot of a black beetle that appeared to be trapped ina
glass jar. A comparison of these two pictures revealed markings on the beetle that looked amazingly similar to the gaudy glasses that Rita was
wearing. Apparently, Lovegood’s anonymous source was thinking along those same lines, for attached to the second photograph was a Ministry list
of all registered animagi (Skeeter's name was absent), a copy of the law requiring anamagi to register, and contact information for the Ministry
personnel responsible for enforcing that law.

Lovegood shook his head and laughed, thinking, “A most Slytherin response, indeed.”
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When Harry and Hermione returned to the front steps of the house they found Ginny anxiously waiting for them. Bowing to the inevitable, Harry
asked Ginny to take a walk with him. The red-haired witch squeeled in delight as she grabbed his arm and they began a slow walk around the
streets of Ottery St. Catchpole.

“Harry,” said Ginny, once she thought they were out of earshot of the others, “it's been so awful reading those lies about you in the Daily Prophet .”
“Yeah, well what do you expect?”

‘I mean, the idea that you'd even think about working for a Muggle instead of for the Ministry. Even if she is some kind of Queen...”

Well, actually,” Harry said somewhat bemusedly, “they got that part right.”

Ginny stopped in her tracks and asked, “What?”

The Queen's Wizard snorted, then looked around for someplace to sit. He led Ginny to a bench placed within a small municipal park and took a
seat, making sure that Hermione, Ron and Luna (who had been trailing the two at a discreet distance) were still within eyesight.

“The part about me working for the Muggle Queen of Great Britain is what the Prophet got right.”

“But why?” asked Ginny, shock etched on her face, “What business does this Muggle queen have meddling with the wizarding world?”



Harry looked at the teen-aged witch rather crossly, then said, “Ginny, it's the business of the muggle Queen and the Muggle Ministry to protect its
citizens. When our Ministry and the Aurors can’t keep Dark Lords and Dementors from killing innocent Muggles, then they do have the right to get
involved.”

“But wouldn’'t you be more effective working for the Ministry rather than this queen?”

Harry shook his head and sighed. “Ginny, you read the Prophet ...the part about the Minister of Magic believing that 'm a serious threat is for the
most part true as well.”

“You, Harry...a threat?”

“Yeah,” Harry replied. “Not to the wizarding world, mind you, but a threat to them...Scrimgeour, Umbridge...even your brother Percy. And the feeling
is mutual, frankly.”

“How so, Harry?”

Harry snorted. “Hermione and | had to fend off an attack by Umbitch and her lackey aurors the first night | was back at my Aunt and Uncle’s.”
“Oh,” said Ginny. She ignored the idea that the Ministry had it in for Harry and then asked what she thought was a much more pertinent question.
“So why was Hermione at your Aunt and Uncle’s house?”

Harry looked at Ginny with disbelief. He counted to five, then calmly replied, “Because | needed her there.”

“What? You needed Hermione’s help?”

Harry sighed. “Yes, Ginny, as much as it pains me to have her in harm’s way, | don’t think | could live without Hermione by my side.”

Ginny's face started to turn beet red. “So you distance yourself from me, saying that | can’t be put in harm’s way, but it's okay for Hermione to be
with you night and day?”

“No, Ginny,” Harry replied. “it's not like that...l also told Hermione that | didn’'t want her near me the same day | told you.”
“So what made you change your mind...what did she do to make you change your mind?” Ginny huffed. “Why her and not me?”
Harry took a moment, then replied softly. “Because Hermione refused to allow me to push her away, Ginny....and you didn’t.”

“Oh,” the red-haired replied, looking as if Harry had just punched her in the gut. After a few quiet moments spent staring at the ground she looked at
him with steely resolve and said, “Well now I'm refusing too.”

Harry shook his head. “That can’'t happen, Ginny.”

“And why not?”

Harry ran his fingers through his hair and sighed. “Well, for a number of reasons. First, because you're underage.”

“But so are you, Harry.”

“Yeah, well as Queen’s Wizard that underage restriction doesn’'t apply to me anymore...that was one of the reasons why | agreed to the job.”
“Oh, well...when have we worried about those restrictions, Harry?” Ginny asked. “Never been a problem at the Burrow, right?”

“Exactly my point,” Harry replied. “Students that grow up in wizarding homes don’t have to worry about getting caught doing underage magic when
they’re home on break, because the Ministry simply assumes the magic is being done by the parents.”

“Really? | thought that they had some sort of tracking spell on our wands.”

Harry shook his head. “The Ministry has sensors that detect when and where magic is used...they can’t tell who is actually doing the spell. That's
why they need to do Priori Incantato to detect the use of Dark spells using a particular wand. That's the reason why I got in trouble back in Second
Year when Dobby did magic at my Aunt and Uncle’s house...the Ministry assumed that if magic was done in that Muggle household that I must have
been the one to do it.”

“Huh...1didn’t know that.”
Harry nodded. “That was the same excuse Umbitch used to attack us three weeks ago when Hermione cast a cleaning spell on some bed clothes.”
Ginny paused, then brightened her expression when anidea came to mind. “Then you can simply move to The Burrow...Ron’s back now, after all.”

Harry shook his head. “Ginny, being Queen’s Wizard makes me responsible for certain things...I need to stay within the Muggle world this summer.
Just like you and all of the other pureblood students will be forced to stay in the wizarding world.”

“What do you mean?”



Harry looked at her and decided that Ginny really didn’t know about the draft. “Talk to your dad, Ginny...the Ministry is going to force all of the Sixth
and Seventh Year pureblood students to work at the Ministry as interns.”

“Oh.” Ginny replied. “So that's the reason for Hermione being with you....because she’s muggleborn?”
Harry nodded. “That's just one of the reasons.”

Ginny sighed, then tried to pull Harry into an embrace. “Oh, Harry,” she said, “l just can’t wait until you kill Voldemort so that all of this will be behind
us and you can move back to the wizarding world and we can go back to the way things were...”

The-Boy-Who-Lived carefully pulled Ginny’s arms away from his neck and shook his head as he held her hands. “That's not going to happen,
Ginny.”

“Oh, don't say that...of course you're going to defeat Voldemort.”
“Well, that part, okay,” Harry said with a slight grin. “But if and when that happens, things will never be the same.”

“What do you mean? You've still got Seventh Year, and N.E.W.T.’s, and a Quidditch team to captain, and a girlfriend to snuggle up with in front of
the Common Room fireplace...”

“No Ginny,” Harry said firmly. “We can’'t go back. I don’t think 'm even going back to Hogwarts as a student, and | have more important things than
Quidditch to worry about, and....well, there’s one more very important reason why things can’t go back to the way that they were.”

“Why is that?”

Harry let Ginny's hands go, pushed his own into his pockets, and summoned the courage to reply while looking at her eyes.
“Because Hermione and | have fallen in love with each other.”

Ginny's eyes went wide, then she began shaking her head almost violently.

“No!”

Harry looked back across the street and saw that Ginny's response had drawn the interest of Hermione and Ron (both had wands drawn discretely
to their sides).

“I'm sorry, Ginny, but it's true.”

“No, no, no,...that's not possible, Harry, no, it simply can’t be.”

“‘Ginny...”

Ginny stood up and started to walk back and forth in front of the bench, with her head down and arms wrapped around herself.
“No...no...no...not possible....not the way it's supposed to be...not the way it's meant to be...”

“Ginny, stop, please, and listen to me.”

The despondent witch shook her head and muttered. “Nope, can’t listen to what can’t be happening...no....Mrs. Ginny Potter...it's the way it's
supposed to be...”

Harry stood and grabbed the girl's arms, forcing her to stand still. “Ginny, are you going to stop and listen to me, or am | going to have to petrify
you?”

“No, Harry,” Ginny replied, “you wouldn’t do that to me...we were meant to be together...”
“Oy! Ginny!” Ron shouted from across the way. “If Harry doesn't, then [ will.”

Ginny turned her head to look at her brother, then shook her head once more. “Nope, can’'t be happening...must be a dream, or some delusion, or
else Ron would be hexing Harry right now...can’t be real...Mrs. Potter...meant to be...”

Hermione decided that enough was enough and crossed the street. Ron and Luna were close behind, each worried that hexes would be flying in
the very near future.

The bushy-haired witch went to Harry’s side, and grabbed hold of his hand in support. She turned to Ron and nodded, in a silent request for help.
“Ginny, this is not a dream,” Ron said, as he walked up to his sister. “Harry and Hermione are together, 'm okay with it, and that's as it should be.”

Ron’s comment broke Ginny out of her quasi-catatonic state. She waved her arm towards Harry and Hermione and asked, “What? You're okay with
this?”

Her brother reached out for Luna’s hand, which she gave him with a smile. Ron then turned back to his sister and said, “Yes, Ginny...'m more that
okay withiit.”



Ginny looked at Ron and Luna holding hands and put a rational thought together. “So you..and Luna?” Ginny asked sarcastically. “Oh, now it makes
So much sense....Harry and Hermione, Ron and Luna....well where in Merlin’s name does that leave me....with Draco Malfoy ?”

Ron shuddered. “Don’'t need to go down that road, Ginny, do you?” he asked.

“We’re sorry that your upset about this,” Hermione said, “But it is what itis...it is what it has been for some time now. We just didn’t realize it, and |
think that you know that's the case.”

Ginny turned towards Hermione and her eyes narrowed. “You!” she cried. “You knew I've fancied Harry for the longest time...you knew and you
betrayed me!”

“No, Ginny,” Harry said, his fingers now on his wand, “You didn’t fancy me, you fancied The Boy-Who-Lived.”

“What?” Ginny asked. “But you are the Boy-Who-Lived?”

Hermione made an attempt to reach out but Ginny turned her back. Harry motioned to the others to take a few steps back.
“Ginny, walk with me some more?” he asked.

The young witch didn’'t look up at Harry, but did nod her head slightly and reached out her left hand. Harry let out his deep breath, then looked over
to Hermione. When she nodded her acceptance, Harry took Ginny's hand, and began to walk with her down a park path.

“You had a crush on me even before you met me, didn’t you?” he asked.

Ginny quietly stole a glance at Harry, before softly replying, “Maybe.”

“But you didn’t know what | was like, really...all you knew of me was that | somehow saved the wizarding world, right?”

“But then | did meet you, Harry,” Ginny said, “and | did get the chance to know the real you.”

Harry nodded. “Yes, Ginny, you had the chance, but did you really take it?”

“Of course 1 did,” Ginny replied a bit sharply. “Or did | miss something in between all of the snogging last month?”

“l think maybe you did,” Harry replied sadly. “If you really did know me then you wouldn’t have said what you did on the day of Dumbledore’s funeral.”
“What?” Ginny asked, in a tone that suggested she really didn’t know. “What do you mean?”

Harry sighed. “You said that | wouldn’'t be happy unless Iwas fighting Voldemort.”

“Um, yeah?” Ginny replied. “You'd rather somebody else was doing it? I mean, really...it's who you are.”

Harry stopped and had to count to ten to stave off an outburst. “Ginny....you still don’t get it, do you?” He sighed. “If somebody has to face
Voldemort, | guess it has to be me if you take stock in the prophecy, but....fighting Dark Lords is not who | am....Your heroic Boy-Who-Lived might
get off on being a superhero, but Harry Potter would wish nothing better than to have a quiet life with a wife, family, and bit of garden to tend to.”

Ginny shook her head. “Oh, that’s just the stress talking, Harry.”

“No Ginny,” Harry replied sharply. “It's always been that way....you know, Ron used to think the same way, and if he’s gotten it through his thick skull
then I would hope you could too. I'd trade all of the fame and all of my fortune for a simple life of anonymity.”

Ginny shook her head. “No...even when you do kill Voldemort, you'll still want to be the good guy, the hero...it's the “people saving thing,” like
Hermione says.”

Harry stopped and forced the youngest Weasley to look at him. “Yes, Hermione’s said that...but she also knows just how reluctant | am when it
comes to dealing with all of the publicity and fame and adoration.”

Ginny tried to make a joke of that, saying, “Well you will really need to work on that then, because if you think you're popular in the wizarding world
now, just wait until Voldemort’s gone.”
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Harry shook his head. “Im not going to change, Ginny, and | don’t think I'll care a rat's arse what the wizarding world thinks of me, because 'm not
sure I'm ever coming back.”

“What do you mean?” Ginny asked. “Of course you'll be part of the wizarding world, how could one of the most powerful wizards in the world not
be?”

“You still don't get it, do you?” Harry asked quietly. “l don’t want to be part of a wizarding world that doesn’t care if a Dark Lord pops up every fifty
years...I mean, look at this pure-blood nonsense that is still out and about.”

“Well you certainly could change that as Minister of Magic,” Ginny replied brightly.

“No, I don’t think | could,” Harry replied, “even if | were offered the job. Which | won’t, because Queen’s Wizard is not a job to walk away from....not a
job Iwant to walk away from.”



“What do you mean?”

“Ginny, by accepting the job as Queen’s Wizard I've given up any chance of working for the Ministry of Magic...at least in its current form. In a way |
actually have added fuel to the fire of all of those pureblooded bigots who claim that muggle-borns can’t be trusted in the wizarding world.”

“But you're not a muggle-born, Harry...your dad was pure-blooded.”

“l was muggle-raised, though....I don’t see the difference, and the bigots don't either.”

“So that means...”

“So that means that I'll never be able to live completely within the wizarding world, even if | wanted to.”
“But there’s no reason why | couldn’'t chuck it all to be with you, right?”

“Ginny, let's be honest,” Harry replied. “You've been raised in the wizarding world...been a part of it all your life. | can’timagine you trying to live
even partway in the muggle world.”

“But | could try.”
“Yes, Ginny, you could try....but you wouldn’t truly be happy in the muggle world.”
“So you and Hermione...it’s just because she’s muggle-born, then, eh?”

Harry shook his head. “Not at all, Ginny...unless being muggle-born is the only way someone couldn’t be so captivated by the Boy-Who-Lived
image that she couldn’'t see the real me...see me as | want to be seen.”

The walked silently for a few moments, giving Harry the chance to confirm that the other three were still a respectful pace behind.

“Listen, Ginny, | don’'t know if what I've said makes any sense, butitis the way itis, and | need you to accept Hermione and me being together.”
Ginny snorted. “Why do you need my acceptance?”

“Because, Ginny, | don’'t want to lose you as a friend...just like | didn’t want to lose Ron’s friendship.”

“You still want to be friends?”

Harry pulled Ginny into an awkward hug. “Of course 1 do.”

“So just friends, then?”

Harry looked at Ginny for a moment, then added, “Well, friends and comrade-in-arms too.”

Ginny looked at Harry quizzically. “But | thought you didn’t want me fighting by your side?”

Harry nodded. “That's right, Ginny...but with the way things are | still need your help...maybe even in ways more important than being with me.”
“‘How’s that?”

Harry paused, then looked over his shoulder back at Ron, Luna and Hermione.

“Well, Ginny...l need to form another army, kind of like the DA.”

“Something like the DA but not the DA?”

Harry nodded. “Yeah...right now 'm calling it the Peanut Butter Brigade.”

Ginny looked at Harry strangely. “What's peanut butter, and how would you use it to fight?”

Harry laughed, and motioned for the others to join in the scheming.

Chapter 17 - Down on the Farm

Friday, June 22, 6:00pm
Ottery St. Catchpole

Ginny Weasley considered it a ridiculously implausible situation.

Four weeks ago she was well on her way to showing Harry Potter the insides of every broom closet in Hogwarts. And today....today, Harry showed
her the inside a muggle automobile. Which wouldn’t have been so bad, had it not been for the fact that she was in the front passenger seat next to
her brother, while Harry was snuggling up against her former friend in the backseat.

The news that Ron not only could drive the car but owned it would have be shocking inits own right, had it not been revealed on the heels of Harry
and Hermione’s little surprise. She snorted as Ron struggled to push pedals and move the metal stick in between them to keep the automobile



moving forward. It seemed that Harry had no trouble with Ron trying to learn to live as a muggle.
Go figure.

They were making the short trip from Luna’s back to the Burrow, and the Golden Trio were kind enough to leave her alone with her thoughts. She
found herself thinking not so much about what went wrong with her and Harry, as thinking about what went wrong when Harry broke the news.

You see, Ginny was rather disgusted with her own performance. She had a good idea what was going to happen...how could she not have, given
the dragon-sized hints that Ron and Luna had been dropping the past week or two? And still, when Harry told her that he was with Hermione she
hadn’t been strong...she’d gone mental . Near-catatonic. Ina daze. Mumbling incoherently. Allin all far too much like how Michael Corner and
Dean Thomas had acted when she had broken up with them. And if that wasn’t bad enough, Harry had gone on to explain why he couldn’'t be with
Ginny with arguments that actually made sense .

It was a very bitter potion to swallow.

At least she’d recovered some of her dignity in the aftermath. He still wanted to be friends, which meant that she might have the chance to learn
about “the real Harry” that she apparently knew nothing about. And it was actually rather exciting to have had Harry ask her to do something that
was not just important and potentially dangerous, but something that Hermione couldnt do .

A long-term approach to the problem was indicated....this could just be a little detour along their pre-ordained path. Harry would beat Voldemort...
how could he not? The idea that he wouldn’'t be welcomed in the wizarding world after that was silly. And while Hermione certainly would have no
problems living in the wizarding world with Harry, there were no guarantees that when that time came Hermione would be living, were there?

You didn’t have to get an O on your divination O.W.L to see how the stars were lining up. They were fighting a war. People close to Harry were
dying in that war, and the closer Harry got to killing Voldemort, the closer those dying were to Harry .

Two years ago it was Cedric Diggory, whom Harry had considered a friend. He’d been killed while Harry looked on helplessly in the Riddle
graveyard. Last year it was Sirius Black, Harry’s godfather, killed while Harry looked on helplessly at the Department of Mysteries. And last month
it was Headmaster Dumbledore, Harry's mentor, who was killed as Harry looked on helplessly at the top of the Astronomy Tower.

Ginny looked over at her brother and worried. Because if the pattern held, the next person in Harry's life to die while he watched helplessly would
be either Ron or Hermione. Maybe both.

Not that she’d wish too much harm on her head, but what if it was Hermione...who’d be there to help Harry get through things then? The night
Dumbledore was killed Ginny had been the one to comfort Harry, while Hermione was conveniently petrified and out of the picture.

Ginny looked out the rolled-down door window and smiled. She could bide her time, play nice and pretend to be happy for Harry. She could also
make sure that the next time he needed that kind of comfort...the next time someone dear to him was killed while he looked on helplessly...that she
was in a position to provide it.

And make sure that the boyfriend-stealing bitch was either once again out of the picture, or the one that was down on the ground.
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They arrived at the Burrow to find official-looking letters waiting for Ron and Ginny on the kitchen table. Fleur and Bill were explaining that Arthur
had brought them home from the Ministry just as their father came down the stairs and joined them.

“Well go on, open them,” Arthur said, “Let’s see where they the powers that be decided to sort you.”
“You mean you don’'t know?” Hermione asked, as the two tore into the envelopes.

Arthur Weasley replied with a thin smile, “Can’t say that 'm currently in the loop when it comes to the Minister’s office these days....Ron, care to
share with us? Imagine the two letters are practically the same.”

“Um, sure, dad,” Ron replied:
June 22, 2006

Ronald Weasley
The Burrow

Greetings:

In accord with Emergency Decree Number(EDN) 124, approved by the June 18, 2006 special session of the Wizengamot, you will report to the
Goblin Liaison Office, Being Division, Department for the Regulation and Control of Magical Creatures at 8:00am Monday, July 1, 2006 to begin
your internship position within the Ministry of Magic. Specific work hours, duties and expectations are provided on the attached parchment. You
might be pleased to note that all required fees associated with your participation in this educational program have been waived by Minister
Scrimgour’s Office.

As per EDN124, failure to appear at the appointed point in time, or to participate in this program, will result in a fine of 100 galleons per day and/or
imprisonment on a two days per day missed basis.

We are certain that you will find this unpaid internship to be an enriching experience.



Sincerely,

Dolores Umbridge, Director
Ministry Internship Program
Office of the Minister of Magic

Cc: Percey Weasley, Assistant Director to the Minister of Magic

“Bloody Hell,” swore Ron, “the git fancies himself an Assistant Director.”

“Language, Ron,” Ginny said in admonishment.

“Goblin Liaison Office, eh?” asked Bill. “Ginny, what's your's say?”

Bill's sister frowned. “Same thing, except I've been assigned to the Werewolf Registry Desk in the Beasts Division."
Ron snorted. “Are any new werewolves bothering to register these days?”

Bill shook his head. “Nope...that position was vacant even before the Ministry purge...had to get somebody from Centaurs to sign off on my
discharge papers from St. Mungo’s.”

“So what's the point of forcing me to work in an office that doesn’t have any work to do?” asked Ginny. “Seems like a big waste of time.”
“Not much more to learn in the Goblin office,” Ron added.

Harry frowned. “That’s the point, limagine.”

Hermione nodded. “Rather ingenious, actually.”

“How’s that?” asked Ginny.

“The Ministry lost a lot a good part of their workforce when they were exposed as spies,” Hermione replied. “Some of those people were assigned
to key positions that really are important.”

Arthur nodded. “So they fill the critical positions by transferring current Ministry personnel, then backfill their less critical posts with unpaid interns.”
“But they're calling this an educational internship,” Ginny whined. “Without work to do | won't learn a thing.”

Arthur sighed. “Maybe Percy and the Minster’s office trusts you two about as much as me right now, so they want you out of the way.”

Harry nodded. “Look on the bright side, Ginny, at least you'll have time to revise.”

Ginny scowled a bit. “Revise for what? Without test results don’t know what I'll be taking this fall even if Hogwarts opens.”

Arthur shook his head. “Plenty of time to worry about things like that later,” he said. “Why don’t you two run up and visit your mother...she’ll want to
hear about your letters.”

Harry raised an eyebrow. “She’s awake? Might Hermione and | visit as well?”

Arthur looked appraisingly at Harry and shook his head. “She’s still rather weak.. .better to limit the excitement.” As if to punctuate that assessment,
they heard wailing coming from upstairs about a lost son named Percy.

Mr. Weasley left the kitchen intent on settling his wife’s frayed nerves, allowing Fleur to quietly ask if Harry and Hermione had broken the news to
Ginny. The reply of “Yes and no” didn't make much sense, until the two swore Bill and Fleur to secrecy and quickly let them in on their plans.

They fended off another dinner invitation from Fleur with the excuse that they'd soon be off to another meeting. When the badges worn under their
robes began to vibrate, Ron came down the stairs at a pace just under barreling and gave Harry and Hermione a questioning look. The two looked
at each other in silent communication, before Harry smiled and turned to Bill and Fleur.

“Do you two want to add on to that oath of secrecy?”

Bill and Fleur both shrugged shoulders and nodded as the three teens pulled their robes open enough to expose their Order of Arthur badges.
“So Big Brother,” Ron said as he winked at Harry and Hermione, “You think the protective wards are strong enough around this house?”

“Of course,” said Bill, a bit put off. “Did them myself...just as strong as any guarding any of the Ministry’s buildings.”

“Oh, okay,” Ron said with a sly smile. “Just checking....I'll be back in a couple of hours to ask again.” He then touched his badge, said a few quiet
words, and disappeared with nary a pop.

Bill and Fleur both looked at where Ron should have been, then turned to face Harry and Hermione with a mixture of wonder and fear in their eyes.

“He doesn’t even have an apparition license,” Bill said.



Harry smiled. “Didn’t need one,” he explained. “He didn't apparate.”
“Should | worry about the wards?” Bill asked.

Hermione shook her head. “Your wards are fine, Bill...they just don’'t work for what Ron just did...we’ll explain later.” And with a touch and spoken
word Hermione disappeared too.

Fleur turned to Harry with a look of shock on her face and asked, “How did they do zat?”

Harry smiled and answered (rather cheekily) just before he joined his friends.

“Honorary house-elves.”
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The Queen's Wizard had reason to hold that smile when he reappeared, for Ron had already found the drink table.
“Butterbeer?” Ron asked.

“Thanks, mate,” Harry said, as he took the offered bottle and took in his immediate surroundings.

They were standing in the middle of good-sized drawing room. The rear-projection television, electric lamps and wall-to-wall carpeting immediately
betrayed the area’s muggleness. The room was naturally lit from large windows set in three of the four walls, as well as a sliding glass door. A
buffet table, set up against the fourth wall, held trays and chafing dishes filled with food. The furniture was informal and comfortable, adding to the
rather rustic atmosphere. Hermione was standing to the side with her mum, huddled over a clipboard.

“Nice place they've found for us, ain’'t it?” Ron asked.
Harry turned to him and nodded. “It certainly is....are the others here yet?”

Ron shrugged his shoulders as he nodded towards the two Granger women. “Haven’t had time to ask...barely had time to say hello to Hermione’s
mum before she arrived and started talking about schedules and meeting stuff.”

Harry nodded as the patio door slid open and Mr. Granger, Wally and Steve entered the room with attractive-looking woman that appeared to be in
her mid-thirties.

Steve said, “Allow me to introduce you three. Sir Harry, Dame Hermione, Ron, this is my mum, Helen Wall.”

Harry and Ron both did doubletakes when Steve made his introduction, as the woman he identified as his mother looked far too young for the job.
Hermione, however, had apparently already figured things out.

“Mrs. Wall, it's a pleasure to meet you,” she said as she walked up to shake her hand. “We can’t thank you enough for volunteering to help our
cause.”
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m the one that should be saying thanks,” the woman replied with a smile. “Steve has always been far too tight-lipped about what he’s done with
his life. It's amazing what I've learned about him, just in the past couple of days.”

Ron looked on with a screwed-up expression on his face. “Erm...somebody want to explain why Steve’s mum looks more like his sister?”
“Oh Ron,” Hermione scowled, “I'd have expected that from Harry, not you...she’s a witch, remember?”

Harry snorted. “Of course,” he said, “As a witch she ages much more slowly than her, erm...non-magical son.”

“Oh, don’t be afraid to call me a squib, Sir Harry, it's no skin off my nose.”

The Queen’s Wizard shook his head. “I'd rather not...it's the pure-bloods that only see shame in normality.”

“Who is calling my big oaf of a son normal?” Mrs. Wall asked with a smile. “Why the stories | could tell you about my little Stevie...”
“Yes, well, that won’t be necessary right now, mum,” Steve said, his ears getting a bit red. “Better to talk about why you're with us, eh?”
Mrs. Granger chimed in. “And it'd be better to tell that story once everyone is here.”

Harry nodded. “Anything needing our attention before that happens?”

“No, Clan Chief,” Emily replied.

“Please, Mrs. Granger,” Harry asked, “this isn’'t a Clan function...no need for the formality.”

“What should we call you then?” Ron asked. “Supreme Mugwump of the Order of Arthur?”

Harry shook his head with small grin. “Just Harry is fine...we could all use last names, but with two Walls, three Grangers and three Weasleys that
might get a bit confusing.”



Wally nodded. “A pre-meeting tour of the grounds, then Harry?”
“No, we can do that as a group...unless there’s a reason not to, let's get the rest here before dinner gets cold.”

And with that decision the first meeting of the Order of Arthur in more than sixty years was begun. The Weasley twins, Tonks and Remus were
called and arrived by badge (Sir Even remained at Windsor Castle as a rally point should the Queen come under magical attack). The group made
its way past the buffet table, and as the clouds had decided to part for a spell they took their plates and drinks outside and dined out on the wood-
planked porch.

Harry found the informality comforting. As he’d been rather nervous about his leadership role in the Order of Arthur, he was quite certain that
Hermione and her mum had arranged to have this first meeting take place outside of the formality of Windsor Castle. It was almost like a small
cocktail party, with clusters of two and three people forming and reforming as they got to know more about each other and their meeting locale.

They were eating on the front porch of a comfortable four-bedroom modern country home set upon thirty acres of land. “The Farm,” (as it was soon
dubbed by the group), had been available for purchase on the real estate market for some time (as the absentee owner refused to reduce the price
beyond what he had overpaid for it). M5 3/4 had made arrangements for a holding company to obtain a short term lease, with an eye towards
purchase if it ultimately met the needs of the Order of Arthur as a operational base.

The primary advantage of the property could be readily seen from the front porch. The homestead was set on a western hillside of a prominent
slope, and enjoyed an expansive view of the countryside. And it wasn’'t just some random piece of English countryside, mind you...the River Otter
meandered through the vista, and the quaint town of Ottery St. Catchpole hugged its banks in the foreground. The Farm was, in fact, a scant four
miles away from The Burrow as the crow (or broom) flies. One couldn’t quite see the Burrow, of course; it was located within a small wooded vale
south of town.

The proximity of the Farm to the Burrow was quite intentional. There was every expectation that the Weasley residence was a Death Eater target,
and Ron would be staying there during his “internship” at the Ministry, MI-5 3/4 wanted to watch over the Burrow as well as they could.

While Harry and Hermione made an effort to chat with everyone there, they focused in on the person they knew the least about. Helen Wall was a
pureblood that married for love rather than honor an arranged marriage contract. Subsequently disowned and scorned within wizard society, she
had nevertheless done quite nicely for herself and her family with a greenhouse business that operated in the grey zone of the mixed muggle/wizard
economy. She had successfully raised two children (one magical and one not), and would have been quite happy to continue down the course she
had plotted for herself had it not been for two events; the untimely death of her beloved husband, and a call to service from Her Majesty’s
Government.

When most of the dinner plates were clean (allowances being made for Ron’s third helpings), the group returned inside for tea. Hermione levitated
the buffet table over to one side of the room while Tonks and Remus conjured the few extra chairs needed for everyone to have a seat. Harry stood
in front of the other twelve and rather nervously “called” his meeting to order.

“Erm, guess we’ll begin,” he said. “Il should start by thanking Mrs. Granger and Wally for setting this whole thing up on the fly, and for arranging the
location.” Emily and Wally waved off the polite round of applause and motioned for Harry to continue.

“Before we get too far along I'd like to introduce Steve’s mum...hope you all had the chance to meet during dinner...while Mrs. Wall isn’t badged,
she will be a very important part of how we go about our business.”

The group then spent a few minutes talking about Helen Wall's new mission. Mrs. Wall had been recruited as a MI-5 3/4 agent by her son, soon
after he had been himself recruited. Since then, she’'d provided the agency a good deal of valuable information from her business dealings with
wizard apothecaries. Now she would be more on the operational side of things than intelligence gathering. Agent Wall would be the nominal
resident of the “Farm;” under cover as a retiree that had a desire to dabble in her own greenhouse and “reconnect with the wizarding world.” To
that end, she had made application to have a floo connection established and registered the Farm as a magical household. While the backlog of
floo service applications was at least a few months long, this would provide an explanation for any detection of magical use on the property.

Once they talked about what Steve’s mum would be doing she excused herself from the meeting. Harry didn’t want to ask her to leave, but relented
after Steve talked about security clearances and plausible deniability. But before Harry could say too much more, Wally moved to the front of the
small gathering and asked to speak a few words. Harry was more than happy to yield the floor.

“Three weeks ago today,” Wally began, “Her Royal Majesty the Queen and Her Majesty’s government pledged to do whatever it could to help three
teen-aged kids vanquish what is currently the greatest threat to British citizenry. And not just the wizarding part of it, either...you are all aware of just
how successful this collaborative effort has been, as you have all, in various ways, been in the thick of the fight.

“And then some,” Fred Weasley added.

Wally smiled. “This past week, Sir Harry was invested as the Queen’s Wizard, and provided the opportunity to select those who would join them in
the Most Royal Order of Arthur. Looking around, 'm very happy to see the results of that selection process. Happy because...well, Sir Harry will no
doubt emphasize the Order’s charge to save the Queen from all magical threats.”
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Muggle Summer, Wizard's Fall
Queen's Wizard, Part 2 (part 2)

“Well,” Harry interrupted, “that is why the Order was started, wasn’t it?”

“True enough, Sir Harry,” Wally replied, “But | have it on good authority that Her Royal Majesty considers her safety to be best ensured when the
Order is helping Sir Harry do all that he can do in his battle against Voldemort. Infact, the Queen herself asked that | convey her hope that Sir Harry
would consider members of the Order to be his own council, his support network, and the ones to rely upon whenever he is in need.”

“She didn’t need to do that,” Harry said with a bit of embarrassment.

“Perhaps not, but that is exactly what Her Royal Majesty did,” Wally noted.

“Don’'t worry, Wally,” Hermione said, “l think you'll find that Harry managed to reach that same conclusion on his own.”
“Did he now?” asked Ron.

Hermione nodded and said, “Harry, why don’t you show them your white board?”

Harry looked at Hermione a bit sheepishly, but did as he was told and pulled the shrunken board from his pocket. When he attached it to the wall
Harry blanched, and quickly banished the diagramming before anyone could ask smart questions about the “House of Lord Gryffindor.” He then
took a dry-erase marker from his pocket and drew a line down the center of the board. He wrote “Wizarding” at the top of one side and “Muggle” on
the other.

“Right then, the Order of Arthur nas established centuries ago with a single goal in mind...to protect the Crown from magical threats. Today that
means keeping Moldishorts away from the Queen.” To illustrate this point he drew (on their respective sides) a happy face wearing a crown and a
cartoonish skull sporting a forked tongue.

Harry's artwork drew a laugh as he erased the center portion of the dividing line and replaced it with a rectangular box labeled “Order of Arthur” with
his name inside and at the top. He then noted,“The Queen and her muggle citizenry are at risk because Tom hasn’t limited his terror to the
wizarding world, and the Ministry of Magic hasn’t been able to prevent him from killing innocent Muggles who are unable to defend themselves from
magical attacks. That's where we come in.”

“Our little group will straddle the bright line between the Wizarding and Muggle worlds. We have muggles with knowledge of the wizarding world and
wizards and witches who are comfortable on the Muggle side. Each brings strengths and areas of expertise, and 'm hoping that we’ll be able to
use these strengths to help achieve our objectives. And while some of you may be involved in multiple overlapping areas, each will be asked to
take a leadership role within the group.”

Harry then started adding names to the box, linking each name to a new box located (as appropriate) within the wizarding or muggle world.

“Last week, Clan Potter came into existence in order to forge an alliance with the Goblin Nation. | couldn’t get out of being Clan Chief, but for
purposes of leading the Clan and managing its alliances I've asked Hermione Granger to take charge.”

“And what exactly,” George Weasley asked with a smile, “is Hermione’s position within the Clan?”
“You would ask, wouldn’t you Fool?” Hermione replied with a smile. “If anyone doesn’t know, 'm Harry's girlfriend and Clan Chief Consort.”

“Erm, moving right along,” Harry said quickly, “Besides being Clan Champion, Ron Weasley is going to take the lead in our efforts to organize
purebloods at the Ministry into our Peanut Butter Brigade”

“Peanut Butter Brigade? Asked Wally. “Care to say anything more?”

Harry, Hermione and Ron took a few minutes to elaborate. More than half of the members of the DA had been raised in pureblood families, and
were therefore subject to the Ministry’s forced internship program. The plan was for Ron to establish a network of these students and like-minded
others, collecting information and forming a coherent cadre with those Ministry officials already sympathetic to Harry's cause. Ron would be
working closely with Luna Lovegood, Neville Longbottom and his sister Ginny.

“What's little sister going to be doing?” asked Fred.

“Well, we'll have to wait and see,” Harry replied cryptically. “She’s going to try and get an internship working for her brother in the Minister’s office.”
“What are the odds they'd let your ex-girlfriend anywhere near Scrimgeour?” asked Tonks.

Harry smiled. “Depends on how convincing an actress she can be.”

“No worries there, then,” said George. “Ginny’s nothing if not the little drama queen.”

Hermione nodded. “We let Bill and Fleur in onit, but it wouldn’t hurt to have you two reassuring your parents when Ginny appears to abandon the
family and pull a Percy.”

“Right-o, Clan Chief.”



Harry shook his head with a bit of exasperation. “Moving right along, Hermione’s parents, Roger and Emily Granger....Roger is managing my
business empire and looking for creative ways to wage economic warfare against the enemy.”

“Which enemy?”

Harry snorted. “Voldemort, you Fool, although anything that could make Umbitch'’s life more difficult would be welcomed as well. Roger is also
arranging the Muggle-side of our training this summer...physical training, swords and other weapons. Anyone that wants to join us in our early
morning runs inside Windsor Park is more than welcome.”

“Emily Granger has the lead role in organizing all of the muggle-born students and their families into a support group and making sure that they
have all of the information they need as things progress. She’s done a fabulous job already, and with the Ministry pulling the bigot card we really
need to make sure that the communication lines are kept open.

“And we can’t forget,” Harry added with a smirk, “that Mrs. Granger has already flown a combat mission on the back of a broomstick.”

Hermione sighed at this comment...it was hard for her to imagine anyone describing her parents without using the word “dentist.” How quickly
things had changed.

“Say Harry,” Fred asked, “what’s the nickname for the muggleborns that you're organizing?”
“Nicknames?”

“Yeah,” replied George. “Like the Peanut Butter Brigade.”

“Erm...hadn’t thought about that,” Harry admitted. “Wally?”

“Yes, Sir Harry?”

“You Muggles are the smart ones when it comes to acronyms...work your magic will you?”
Wally nodded, and began playing with words with pen and paper.

Harry continued on to the other Order members and their roles. The Weasley twins were the suppliers of magical equipment and devices, with a
particular emphasis on ways for Muggles to protect themselves from magical attacks. Their shop would also serve as a rally point as the quickest
way for anyone in the Order to get to Diagon Alley. Similarly, Tonks would anchor the Ministry of Magic, and Remus Lupin the anchor for Hogwarts.
Both would also be contacts for what was left of the Order of the Phoenix.

“Hey Harry,” Ron asked, “shouldn’t we find a way to distinguish between the other Order and this one?”
“Yeah, might be a good idea,” Harry said. “Anyone?”

After a few minutes thought Emily Granger suggested that the Order of Arthur could be informally known as “The Art Club.” Everyone liked that
idea.

“The Art Club itis, then,” Harry proclaimed.
Remus then shook his head and said, “I still don’'t understand how I'll be an anchor for Hogwarts...it's not like | have a position there.”
“Not just yet,” Harry replied with a twinkle in his eye, “but 'm working on that.”

Steve was then recognized as the rally point for the Queen as a member of her security detail, and Wally was linked on the whiteboard to a box
labeled “Muggle Gov't.”

“Excuse me, Sir Harry, but 've got something,” said Wally.

“What's that?”

“The acronym for muggle-borns...might | suggest ‘COMB’? It would be short for ‘Coalition of Muggle-Borns’?”
“Hmmm,” said Harry, “not quite as cheeky as MI5 3/4, but...”

“Sorry, but that ‘MB’ letter combination is tough.” Wally explained. “Didn’t think you'd want TOMB...Give me some time and | might work out
something else out.”

“Fair enough,” said Harry with a grin. He then drew a cartoon castle on the muggle side of the board similar to the one labeled “Hogwarts” and
linked it to Sir Evan’s name with the explanation that he would be the anchor for the Round Tower and Windsor Castle.

With the group all finally introduced, Harry opened the floor up for any bits of information that anyone wanted to share. That led to updates on the
medical conditions of Brian Willox (still in a coma) and Molly Weasley (recovering, but still in bed). Wally stated that the four Death Eater prisoners
were all conscious and still at Privet Drive, thanks to the anti-apparition leg-bands that had been anonymously provided from the Auror Department
(thank you, Tonks). There was a brief debate about what to do with the prisoners...they were low-level recruits that wouldn’'t have much information
to provide, and Harry really didn’t want to tie up resources guarding them. It was therefore decided to turn the prisoners over to the Aurors (once
their memories had been suitably modified). The mark that all four bore on their forearm was evidence enough to have them confined.



With Ron scheduled to work another graveyard shift at Midnight and planning still to be done for the next day's muggle-born get-together the
meeting broke up a little after 9:30. Hermione told everyone to plan on meeting at the Farm until wards were up and running at Windsor, and
everyone agreed to keep in touch with their badge communicators.

Wally brought a seven-passenger Land Rover around the front of the house to take the three Weasleys, Tonks and Lupin back to the Burrow. While
there was nothing physically keeping people from apparating out, it was thought best not to show too much magic flashing about the Farm until
some proper warding was established. Steve volunteered to take first watch on the Farm (providing him with some quality time with his mum),
leaving Harry, Hermione and her parents to watch the high-summer sun set from side-by-side porch swings.

“Well that could have gone better,” the Queen's Wizard said with a sigh.
“What do you mean, Harry,” Emily replied, as she passed glasses of wine all around and took a sip. “I thought you did a great job.”
“But we barely did more than introduce ourselves....wasn’'t any planning or collaboration or trap setting...”

“Going to be a bit of a problem if you use the battle planning with Head Auror Robards as your standard for meeting accomplishments,” Roger
pointed out.

“Yes, but...”

“Harry this was the very first meeting,” replied Roger. “Can’t expect to do much until everyone gets used to the idea of working together...give it
some time.”

Harry shook his head. “l just worry over whether we have that time available.”

Hermione scooted over closer to her boyfriend and wrapped her arm around his shoulder. “Hey...remember three days ago? All of those Death
Eaters that were splattered on Privet Drive or uncovered at the Ministry? Can’t see Voldemort recovering too quickly from that kind of pantsing, do
you?”

“Dunno,” Harry replied.
“Has been quiet since then, hasn’t it son?” Roger asked.
“Yes, but...”

Emily walked behind the swing that Harry and Hermione were sitting on and gave his shoulders a good squeeze. “But nothing, Harry. You've done
some great things over the past three weeks, and | think you don't just deserve a bit of rest, you absolutely need some rest. So take it, or else.”

Harry raised an eyebrow. “Or else what, Mrs. Granger?”

“Or else we’ll force you to explain a rather curious comment you made over the radio during the heat of battle the other day,” threatened Roger with
a smile.

Harry looked at Roger with mock shock (as he wasn't all that upset over the possibility of discussing the idea of in-laws right then). “Oh...no,
anything but that!” he exclaimed.

“Well then, sit there and watch the sunset, son.”

Harry raised his hands in surrender and released some of the tension in his shoulders. As Hermione leaned her head against his, he wondered if
he would ever get used to this kind of love and attention.

He fervently hoped not.
Chapter 18 — On Lounging and Lupin

Saturday, June 23
Windsor Castle

The next morning Harry found Hermione still in the top half of his pajamas. Unfortunately, rather than modeling them in bed (where he wanted her),
she was wearing them whilst sprawled out on the tatami-matted side of the Love Shack’s bathing area. Pieces of equation-covered parchment
were stuck on the walls and scattered about the floor, as Hermione scribbled furiously on some parchment next to a detailed half-metre tall scale
model of Windsor Castle.

“Thought we had a ‘no work’ agreement, Miss Granger,” Harry deadpanned, as he struggled to hide a grin behind the stern countenance of an
authority figure.

Hermione dropped her quill and gave Harry a “hand in the cookie jar” look of guilt. “Oh, that was ‘no physical work,” wasn't it?”
“Nice try,” Harry replied. “You'd have been better off claiming that the castle was a toy that you were playing with.”
“Well am playing with it, in a way,” Hermione replied. “Here...watch.”

She then touched her wand to five small stones that lay on a circle around the castle and said an incantation that created a translucent purplish



dome that completely enclosed the scale model.
“Brilliant,” Harry said. “When | get back from the loo you can explain what you just did.”

Hermione nodded in agreement, then returned her gaze to the arithmancy equations she’d been working on. When Harry returned, she told him that
an owl from Gringott's had made an overnight delivery.

“Miniaturized rune stones,” Hermione explained. “They work exactly the same way as the full-sized ones, only on a much smaller scale.”
“And they're good for what...” Harry asked, “creating protective fields around a little witch’s doll house?”

Hermione slugged his arm. “No, silly...they're used to help design protective fields using a bench-scale model.”

Harry nodded. “So this bit of ‘'m not working’ is working on your asymmetrical warding plans for the castle?”

“Exactly,” Hermione replied with a smile. “It really is more fun than work, though...hard to believe that ward designers actually get paid for this type
of thing.”

When Harry looked over at the equations Hermione had scrawled out he shook his head in disagreement. “Well, it looks like work to me.”

“But it's rather exciting, Harry,” admitted Hermione. “The goblins were rather taken with the idea when | wrote to them...they want to meet with me
on Monday to discuss it, and, well...l just wanted to be prepared for that meeting.”

Harry reached over and pulled her up to her feet and up against his bare chest. “Well, 'm rather taken with the idea of you following through on plans
to lie about on the rooftop in your swimming costume.”

Hermione gave Harry a devilish look in response. “Who said anything about wearing costumes while we sun ourselves?”
Harry gave her a gobsmacked look. “You can’t be serious...we’re directly under Heathrow’s flight lanes. Fancy on giving the pilots a show?”

“Oh Harry,” she replied with a smile, “am | not a witch?” She then took a step back and cast a disillusionment spell upon herself. A few seconds
later, Harry's pajama top appeared out of thin air and landed on his head.

“They won’t be able to see me,” Hermione explained, “but the sun’s rays will.”

“Rather ingenious, there, sweetheart...but what if someone were to call out a Finite Incantatum spell?”
“Harry Potter, you wouldn't dare!”

“Aaaah, you're probably right,” he admitted. “But it would make it rather difficult to tell if you're getting a sun burn, wouldn't it?”
“Hmmm....hadn’t thought about that,” she admitted.

“Suppose | could always poke about at intervals to see if any parts were hot to the touch?”

“You would be so lucky...I'll just make sure I've got plenty of sunblock applied.”

“And you think that the lotion would disappear on skin contact?”

“Don’'timagine why not.”

“Think we ought to find that out before we hit the roof, don’'t you?”

“Well, suppose you're right. And | imagine you'll volunteer to be the applicator?”

“No, got a better idea,” Harry replied. He then made a sudden lunge towards Hermione. Having gauged her position by the sound of her voice, he
quickly scooped her up, carried her over to the hot tub and threw her in (completely ignoring her protests). Harry was rewarded with an anatomically
correct depression in the water’s surface once Hermione surfaced.

“Always wondered what would happen if you were caught in the rain wearing an invisibility cloak,” he replied dryly, as Hermione splashed and
sputtered her objections.

“Harry Potter, you are incorrigible!”
“Yeah, well, Hermione Granger, you are very wet,” he replied, with a grin and two eyes that were fixated on her aqueous outline.
Hermione was about to issue a retort when she experienced deja vu . Laughing, she asked, “Isn’t this the point where | banished your trousers?”

Harry paused, then smiled as he caught on to just how much the conversation was mirroring their first visit to the Love Shack. He pulled on the
drawstring of his pajama bottoms, and launched himself into the tub almost before those bottoms hit the stone floor. When he resurfaced and pulled
Hermione into a wet embrace he simply noted,

“Beat youtoit.”



After a half-hour or so of what Harry had cheekily described as “snagging” (i.e. intimate acts intermediate to snogging and shagging), they called
Hermione’s parents and arranged to meet for a late breakfast. Emily Granger only ordered tea and biscuits, as she had a very busy schedule
ahead of her. Almost all of Hogwarts’s muggle-born students and families were converging in London that morning for what would have been a
spectacular Summer Solstice Party on Privet Drive. As that location was no longer available to them, Emily had followed through on Harry's
mention that he had seen some kind of amusement park from the Round Tower’s roof. It had turned out to be a theme park named “Legoland,”
based around a muggle play toy involving plastic building blocks. And while the theme park was geared towards younger children, there were roller
coasters and rides available for the older siblings. The park normally closed at six, but Mrs. Granger had made arrangements to rent out the entire
park just for the muggleborns and their families for an additional four hours. The band and caterers that had been contracted for the party would
also move to the new venue.

Mr. Granger got some quality time with the kids once his wife left to double check on the day’s transportation. Harry and Hermione filled Roger in on
their previous day’s discussion with Luna’s father, and that led to a discussion concerning the wizarding world’s portion of Harry’s investment
portfolios. Roger expressed some concern about his ability to manage the wizard business side of Harry's portfolios. He didn’t have the kind of
access to information that existed on the muggle side, and obviously knew very little about the business plans of cauldron makers and broomstick
manufacturers. This led Hermione to remind Harry that they had failed to reschedule their appointment with the wizard barrister that Mr. Weasley
had recommended, and Harry agreed that it would be worthwhile to see if this person could help not just with legal advice, but business as well.

A light rain was falling from plump low-hanging clouds as they left the Mess, dashing any immediate plans for roof-top lounging. Roger returned to
his ground level living quarters to gather a few things before taking over Steve’'s watch on The Farm. Harry and Hermione walked up to their
quarters and lit a fire in one of their first floor fireplaces to battle the damp chilly air within the stone tower.

“Any ideas on how we can productively rest?” asked Harry, as he joined Hermione on a sofa placed in front of the fire.

Hermione shook her head “no” as she looked around the large open room. Castle staff had moved the furniture they had selected into the Tower,
and done some cursory placements and groupings, but not exactly to her liking. Then there was the issue of the boxes delivered by the goblins the
day before. Within those boxes were almost all of the shrunken furnishings that had survived Voldemort's attack on Godric’s Hollow the night
Harry's parents were killed. Someone had made arrangements to move them into the Potter family vault, and they'd been front and center when she
and Harry had visited it the day before.

“What'cha thinking about?” Harry asked.
“Oh...nothing much,” Hermione replied. “Just wondering how we’re going to fit all of the new furniture inside the tower walls.

Harry nodded. “Well, with Sir Evan taking up residence downstairs we could move some of it to his quarters.” He then added with a smile, “Not that
I'd consider it a legitimate way of resting.”

“We could always levitate the pieces...wouldn’t even break a sweat.”

Harry shook his head. “Yes, but that'd be quite a bit of expended magical power, wouldn't it? We need to keep our heads low until the anti-magical
detection wards are up.”

Hermione nodded in agreement. “Which is why | really should take another look at my equations and ward model...I'm so glad that you agree.” And
before Harry could object she placed a peck on his cheek and bolted upstairs to continue her project work in the tatami room. He snorted, quite
certain that Hermione had expertly steered the conversation in that direction from the very start. But he let her go...it was important work, and asking
his girlfriend to leave that bench model for a day would be like asking her to forego breathing.

The Queen's Wizard thought about visiting with Sir Evan, but the old man was busy trying to remember his wartime French in his efforts to interact
with the Muses. Ron would still be sleeping after his shift at St. Mungo’s...Harry wondered just how early he could call and see if Ron and Luna
wanted to join them at the theme park that evening. And then he remembered that there were others he could call using his badge, and he gave
Remus’s badge a tickle.

“Erm...hullo?” Remus answered, after a few moments time.

“Hey, Moony, it's Harry...hope 'm not interrupting anything.”

“No, no...not at all...Tonks is working day shift at the Ministry right now.”

“Oh,” replied Harry with interest. “Does that mean | would have been interrupting something if she were there with you right now?”

Harry heard something close to a growl, before Remus answered. “Are you looking to talk about witches, or something? Because I've got a few
questions about you and Hermione....”

“No, no, Remus, just joking,” Harry quickly countered. “Actually, | was wondering if you'd like to pop over for a visit. You haven't had a tour of our
tower yet, and I'm looking for some company now that Hermione’s abandoned me for her arithmancy.”

“Sure, cub, just give me a few minutes to clean up.”

And so it was that Harry found the second best way to spend a rainy day of rest within the Round Tower (he thought Remus would have understood
coming in second to “Hermione in the hot tub”). After the tour (and raised lupine eyebrows over the Love Shack), the two spent time catching up
with each other’s activities. Both felt a bit of remorse for not having kept in better touch. Harry thought running with the werewolf pack as an
important enough reason to be away the previous year, but Remus disagreed, and got Harry a bit riled up once he explained why.



It turned out that Remus had considered almost all of the time he’d spent on his “mission” for the Order of the Phoenix to have been a waste of time.
Moony had long known enough about werewolf subculture and wizarding world bigotry to accurately predict how the pack would react to Greyback’s
alpha leadership and Voldemort's promises. He had told Dumbledore at the outset...and still was ordered to go and “gather intelligence,” and
disappear from the wizarding world for the better part of a year. Moony initially resisted Harry's questioning about why he thought Dumbledore had
done so, but finally gave in and voiced suspicions that the mission was a part of the former Headmaster's efforts to limit his contact with Harry and
Hogwarts over the past three years.

When Harry (quite predictably) insisted that the former DADA professor explain, Remus recounted a confrontation with the Headmaster after
Snape had outed him as a werewolf. Remus had insisted that Snape was a direct threat to Harry, and that if he had to go that the potions master
did as well. Dumbledore, however, claimed that he would not be able to overrule the Board of Governors on Remus’s termination, and that Severus
Snape had to remain at Hogwarts for security reasons (and this was even after Remus had shown the Headmaster a pensieved memory of
Snape’s actions within the Shrieking Shack). Ever since that argument, Remus had thought Dumbledore had made it a point to find ways of
keeping him away from Hogwarts and Harry, and only asked for Remus’s involvement as a last option.

After hearing Remus’s explanation, Harry became angry to the point of almost letting off some accidental magic. The way that Dumbledore
appeared to have kept Remus out of his life and out of the picture seemed too much like the way he forced Sirius into quasi-house arrest at
Grimmauld Place. There were only two possible explanations in Harry's mind, and neither were charitable... the Headmaster had either justified his
actions with his (ultimately) deadly zeal to insulate and protect Snape, or worse, had purposely manipulated Harry's childhood to remove anyone
who might challenge Dumbledore’s self-appointed position as a trustworthy father figure.

They'd been sitting in front of the fire during the discussion. After silently fuming (and running his hands through his unruly hair), Harry stood and
pulled his white board out from a pocket. After enlarging it and placing it upon a wall, he took a marker and vented some energy with a few lines:

“I'will not speak ill of the dead.”
“I'will not speak ill of the dead.”
“I'will not speak ill of the dead.”

Remus looked on at this exercise with a bit of wonder at Harry's maturity and control. When he complimented Harry on this, the teen responded with
a statement that the white board could have come in handy the night he’d been told the full prophecy. When Remus asked what Harry was talking
about, the Queen’s Wizard’s anger redoubled.

“You mean Dumbledore never told you about the prophecy?” Harry yelled. “lt wasn’t just me he was keeping it from?”

More lines were written when Remus confirmed that was indeed the case. The former DADA professor asked if Harry wanted to put off continuing
the conversation, Harry shook his head, firm with the conviction that Remus deserved to know the full story about Harry’s life, from the earliest point
that he could remember it.

It only took a few descriptions of the abuse Harry had suffered at the Dursley’s for Remus to grab a marker and write a few lines of his own.
However, curiosity proved far stronger an emotion than outrage, and the two soon were swapping stories and filling in missing pieces. Harry was
amazed at the number of things that Remus didn’t know about him...from the little things (e.g. the Sorting Hat had suggested Slytherin), to the big
(e.g. everything that had happened within the Chamber of Secrets, and his first year's adventures with Norbert, Fluffy, and the Philospher’'s Stone).
Remus, in turn, gave Harry full descriptions of what the Order of the Phoenix had (and hadn’t) done over the years, and told a few stories about
Hogwarts faculty meetings that had ended up with wands drawn. Those stories provided just enough comic relief for the two wizards to begin to
look forward at what could be, rather than back at what should have been.

The “So now what?” moment came a bit after two in the afternoon, a fact that Harry only realized once his stomach began grumbling. The two
fetched Hermione (who had also been expertly ignoring her own stomach’s empty protests) and made their way to the Mess for a late lunch. The
late hour at least provided the three an empty room and the ability to continue their Round Tower conversations.

After getting an abridged (and less emotional) description of Harry and Remus’s revelations, Hermione noted that the Headmaster, for all of his
faults, had at least made the current situation possible by arranging for Harry's introduction to the Prince of Wales. Harry then added that the
provisions made in Dumbledore’s will could also bring forth a positive legacy, providing a segue way for a discussion on Harry’s plans for the
defense of Hogwarts.

They spent more than a few minutes brainstorming on ways to defend Hogwarts from what they all saw as an inevitable attack (whether or not
students were in residence). Remus was also fascinated by the types of training that Harry and Hermione were undertaking. While impressed with
the physical training and sword play, he noted that while the two still needed to keep their magical skills sharp. The two agreed, with Harry noting
that it was only with his appointment as Queen’s Wizard the week previous that he’d been able to get around the underage magic laws. Remus
offered to help them now that the restrictions had been cleared, and the three decided that the Room of Requirement would be the best place to
train. Harry was leary of spending more time than was needed within the wizarding world (given the Ministry’s and Prophet’s attacks), but
Hermione noted that if Remus was already within the castle that their badges could provide a “quick in/quick out” form of transport.

Remus asked if the badges would work within the grounds of Hogwarts, as it was only the Headmaster (or Headmistress) who had the authority to
create portkeys for travel to and from the school. Hermione replied that while badge-travel felt like portkey use that they worked differently enough
from portkeys to be potentially excluded from this restriction. They therefore reached a “only one way to find out” conclusion, and Harry and
Hermione asked Lupin to set up a meeting with Headmistress McGonagall early in the next week.

The discussion about Hogwarts, and Harry's earlier stories about the Chamber of Secrets led Harry to gently ask Remus about the full moon two
weeks past. Lupin's wince made Harry regret that he had done so, but Remus went on to say that the use of Hogwart's dungeons as a secure place
to transform had proven effective, and as he’d only had opportunity to use the wolvesbane potion two out of the past twelve months that the change
hadn’t been that traumatic. This led to Hermione picking up their previous discussion about brewing the wolvesbane potion. She informed Remus



that they had plans to harvest the basilisk’s remains for potion ingredients, and that she thought they'd fetch a fair value trade for what they would
need. Remus nodded and expressed thanks, but noted that they'd still need the services of a master potions brewer who had the right contacts to
make the trade.

When Hermione asked if Slughorn could fill that role Lupin said yes, but added that he was a hard wizard to find when he didn’t want to be found.
Harry agreed, but thought that even when in hiding that the man would probably still keep in touch with his network of carefully-selected friends and
former students. Remus laughed at that comment, and said that the Slug Club was a well-entrenched institution even back in his days as a student.
Hermione then suggested that the network might be used to their advantage, and that if word got out that someone had a basilisk corpse on their
hands that he’d find them in a heartbeat. Harry agreed, recounting the zeal with which Slughorn had collected arachnid venom and unicorn hairs on
the night of Aragog’s funeral, and Remus offered to set the wheels in motion by contacting a few members of the Slug Club that he still knew.

Remus parted company with Harry and Hermione after finishing their late lunch, promising to keep the two informed as he worked the various tasks
that he had agreed to tackle. The hug that Moony gave Harry before badge-jumping to Diagon Alley via Fred and George’s shop was almost as
bone-crushing as Hermione's best.

Harry didn't mind one bit.

Chapter 19 - The Rookery

Sunday, June 24, 10:00am
Windsor Castle

The morning sunshine mocked Harry as he gazed over the Tower’s parapets and sipped his tea. The sun had stayed hidden behind rain clouds the
entire day previous...the petulant and absent guest-of-honor at their Legoland solstice party. “No problems shining down upon the Ferris wheel
and roller coasters today, though’, he noted, as he looked out towards the theme park’s grounds and recalled the previous night’s activities.

The persistently heavy rain had prevented any of the theme park’s rides from operating for the three-hundred or so Muggleborn students and their
families. Harry thought the gathering doomed, only to discover support for the Muggle maxim that “Necessity is the mother of invention.” Theme
park staff boarded the group’s tour buses at the front entrance and directed them to a large, non-descript warehouse at the edge of the park
grounds. Inside the building, they found half-built large-scale Lego constructions surrounded by workbenches and piles of brightly-colored building
blocks. Mrs. Granger then used a loudspeaker to announce that they were in the place where all of the theme park’s scale model replicas were
designed and built, and that they had been invited to do some creative construction on their own.

Shouts of joy came from different parts of the large open space, as children dived head-long into the opportunity to build without material limits. The
activity quickly turned into a competition, with teams of students building plastic magical replicas for their Muggle parents and siblings. “Magical
creatures” was decided upon as the main theme, and after a hour’s worth of work (and with a seemingly unending supply of building materials), a
small menagerie of half-metre tall hippogriffs, centaurs and unicorns were on proud display. Of course, some of the students were more creative
than others; Dean Thomas’s group built a snarling potion master hovering over a cauldron and identified it a “Hooked-nosed Snape.” It won a voice
vote as the scariest creature within the wizarding world.

The park staff that was working with Mrs. Granger on party plans was amazed at the breath of creativity on display (nobody chose to tell them that
all of the creatures were inspired by real-life beasts). They also were impressed with the speed and efficiency with which the models had been built
(not having seen some of the older students use liberal amounts of magic to replicate pieces, change their colors, and securely stick them
together). The park workers went so far as to invite the entire group to create a much larger model of one of the figures for permanent display within
the park. Strength of applause was used to select the Creevy brother’s “Harry and the Horned-tail” diorama as the winning model (much to the
Queen Wizard's chagrin). Pallets of boxes filled with blue and purple blocks were brought in, and for the balance of the evening food and music
were afterthoughts to the construction project. For much of that time, Harry served as a fairly-good humored live model, with a muggle push broom
held between his legs.

It had turned out to be an enormously successful event, something that Mrs. Granger had the right to be proud of. Not that her work was done, mind
you. Due to the inclement weather, vouchers had been provided to gain following-day readmission to the park, and many of the families had plans
to do just that. Emily had been up and out of the castle by seven that morning to coordinate the logistics.

Clan Chief and Consort had other plans for the day. They had risen early and splashed through an early morning run, taken breakfast, then retreated
to the Tower before the tourist queues had chance to take form. Hermione had disappeared into the Love Shack for more work with her own scale
model constructions, leaving Harry just outside the tent to whack away at a wooden post. That he was drinking his tea alone following that work-out
bore witness to Hermione’s attention to task. That he couldn’t prevent his teacup from trembling in either hand bore witness to his need to increase
sword-arm strength.

Wally interrupted the post-workout cool-down with a badge-call request for Harry to meet him in the MI5 3/4 field office. After determining that it
wasn’'t an emergency, Harry promised to meet with him after a shower.. He then walked down to their bed chambers, pulled some fresh clothes
from his wardrobe, and ducked into the Love Shack, where a comfortably-dressed Hermione was hovering over her model wards.

“Hey Hermione, will you be a dear and press my suit while 'm in the showers?” asked Harry. “Im pants at that ironing charm, and Wally needs to
meet with me downstairs.”

Hermione looked up from her work and snorted. “Getting a bit dressed up for the weekend, aren’t you?”

Harry shrugged his shoulders and smiled as he looked at the bespoked suit in one hand and Italian loafers in the other. “Well...as Queen’s Wizard



and a Lord...Ido have a certainimage to maintain, don't I?”

That earned a snicker. “When have you ever worried about your attire, Harry?”
“Erm...not worrying...just working with what you and your mum picked out for me.”
“Sure, Harry...that wardrobe did include some jeans and polo shirts, did it not?”
“Well...I guess so.”

“Don’'t suppose it's because it's Wally you're meeting?”

“And just what are you suggesting?”

Hermione stood up and walked over to where Harry was standing. “That you're either a closet clothes-hound,” she replied with a smile, “or that all of
that witty banter with Wally means you're a closeted something else.”

“‘Hermione!”

“Yes?”

“I'm surprised at your intimations....just because 'm secure enough in my own skin not to wither when he gets a bit catty?”
Hermione grabbed Harry's waist with both hands and pulled him close. “Perhaps | am reading to much into this.”

With a frown of mock indignation Harry held the suit and shoes out from the embrace. “Mind the clothes!”

“There you go again, Harry....now | think you'll just have to prove yourself.”

Harry raised an eyebrow. “What...prove | don’'t care about clothes by tossing them?”

“Uh-huh.”

“I'd rather prove to you that my friendship with Wally is completely platonic.”

Hermione smiled. “And just how do you propose to do that?”

The linen suit and loafers fell to the floor as Harry grabbed Hermione and tossed her over his shoulder. She let out a “Squee!” as he carried her into
the Love Shack’s main room and tossed her down on the bed. Something more like a growl came out of her mouth as Harry stripped off his clothes
and pounced on her.

As he began nibbling on her earlobe, Hermione coyly noted, “You do realize that your suit is now completely wrinkled, right?”
Harry stopped nibbling long enough to murmur, “Would you worry if | cared?”

Hermione closed her eyes and shook her head as she pulled Harry's sweaty chest down to hers. “As long...00h!... as long as you keep proving
things this way...... never!”

Some time later...

Harry arrived at MI-5 3/4's field office a little more rumpled than initially planned. He found Wally was sitting in front of three large computer screens.
“Well don’t we look dashing,” he said upon Harry’s arrival. “The wizard wears Armani...yet again.”

Harry laughed. “Is that a complaint?”

“No, it’s a critique. Bad form to be caught on a magazine cover twice...or ten times...in the same ouftfit.”

“Perhaps | should let you lay out clothes for me rather than Hermione, then?”

“Erm...no thank you. First c-mug secret agent rule is ‘Never get in between a witch and her wand, no matter how gorgeous it is’.”
“But Hermione always has her wand with her.”

Wally made a show of fluttering his eye-lashes. “| was talking about a different wand, Sir Harry.”

Harry winked at Wally. “Flirt”

“Tease.”

Harry chuckled. “What have you got for me, Wally?”

The secret agent bit his lip before rifling back a scandalously witty retort, and waved Harry over.



“We’ve been working on improving surveillance capabilities for your Diagon Alley area, and have run across something you might want to see.”

Harry leaned over Wally's shoulder and took a closer look at the central screen display showing an aerial photograph of an urban area. “That's
Charing Cross in London, then?” he asked.

Wally nodded as he pulled up a correlative street map on one of the side displays. While Harry matched up the two images using street patterns,
the MI-5 3/4 agent pulled up a picture on the third screen.

“Look familiar, Harry?”

Harry looked across and nodded. “That's the Muggle street side of the Leaky Cauldron.” He then looked back at the air photo and pointed. “That's
right about there, right?” he asked.

Wally nodded. “Exactly....which would mean that this cluster of small buildings behind it is Diagon Alley, right?”

Harry paused to match the bird’s eye view of the area to a mental image of a street level view of the Alley. “Yes, it must be,” he concluded. “That big
building is Gringott’s, and there’s Madam Malkin's, and the Weasley Twins’s store is right there.” He then squinted and frowned.

“Something look a bit off, Sir Harry?”

Harry nodded as he pointed to a spot just one block away from the Cauldron. “That building is casting a rather long shadow...just how tall is it?”
Wally smiled at how quickly Harry was on the uptake. “Tall enough to look down upon you wizarding folk, or so we think, at least.”

“So you think?” asked Harry with one eyebrow raised. “Are you not a secret agent?”

After chuckling, Wally noted, “It’'s listed as a residential building, but we sent three different people there yesterday for a look/see and they all came
back a bit dazed and confused.”

Harry smiled. “Don’t suppose you sent along a wizard, eh?”

Wally let out another small laugh as he brought up an infrared image and pointed out a dark interference zone centered on the building. “We thought
we were a step ahead of you, Harry...it's got some sort of magic to it, but Fred and George were just as confused when they tried to scout it out.”

Harry mused for a moment, then asked, “But you say it’s a residential building?”

Wally nodded and clicked open two new display windows with fuzzy overhead video clips of people walking in and out of the building’s front
entrance. “We parked a drone on top of it for an hour, and captured these images.”

Harry thought, “So maybe it's a wizard residence with ward’s tied to ownership...”

“There’s anidea,” said Wally. He quickly searched for (and found) building ownership records on an internet database. This search revealed that
the building was built in the late 1890’s, and was owned by a rather nebulous corporate entity with a non-descript name. During this search, Harry
focused not so much on what Wally was doing but rather on the street address he typed into the various search engines.

“Eight-seven Shaftesbury Avenue...you know, Wally, I've seen that address somewhere before,” he said. After a minute or so of rather intense
concentration it came to him. Harry pulled a miniaturized ledger from an inside coat pocket and stepped into an adjacent empty room so that he
could enlarge it without frying the electronics. A quick search of holdings provided the information he needed, and he returned to Wally’s side with a
lopsided grin on his face.

“So why exactly are we interested in this building, Wally?”
“Erm...because we’d like to be able to keep an eye on the Weasley shop,” Wally replied. “They are out in a rather exposed location.”
Harry nodded. “And we take care of our own,” he said, as he reached a conclusion.

Thirty minutes later Harry and Hermione were in downtown London, standing across the street from the building that had piqued Wally's interest.
Hermione looked skeptical

“Remind me why this was worth changing into a dress and leaving my ward models?”
Harry smiled as he grabbed her hand. “Potter estate management, my dear.”

They noticed small brass plaques on either side of the front entrance as they crossed the street. One gave the street address, while the second
identified the building as “The Rookery.” A magical tingle set the hair the back of Harry’s head on end as the two stepped onto the building’s front
steps. Hermione felt a strong urge to back away, and this urge to flee remained until Harry literally dragged her by the arm through the front door.
Once inside they found an elegantly appointed lobby of what looked to be a small hotel. They walked towards the back of the room, where a smartly
dressed house-elf greeted them from behind a mahogany desk. The elf looked up at the two and smiled.

“Good day, Patriarch Potter,” he said. “The goblins informed us that we might be see your return sometime soon.”
Harry adopted a look of confusion on his face. “Good day, erm...I'm sorry but what's your name?”

“Foraive me. Patriarch. My name is Gilbert. and | am The Rookery's concierge.”



The house elf looked surprised when Harry reached out to shake his hand. “Please to meet you, Gilbert. This is Hermione Granger, my, erm...”
Hermione giggled a bit at Harry’s hesitance. “Nice to meet you, Gilbert. My name is Hermione Granger, and | am the Patriarch's Consort.”
Gilbert gave her a wide-eyed nod. “It is an honor, Consort Hermione.”

Harry gave her a fish-eye, then turned to the house-elf. “Gilbert, it is my understanding that | own an apartment in this building.”

“Yes indeed, Patriarch...would you allow me to take you there now?”

At Harry's nod, Gilbert led them into a magical lift, and asked him to place his hand and wand tip onto a metal plate where floor buttons might
otherwise be. The plate gave off a glow and the lift began to move. After a few moments the lift door opened and Gilbert announced, “Twenty- third
floor, Potter residence.”

That night "Patriarch" Potter and his Consort invited the Art Club over for a small housewarming party. While everyone thought the apartment (which
actually took up the entire 23rd floor) was lovely, the guests were far more interested in the large balcony and the differing views it provided.

Witches and wizards that looked down from the balcony could see the Leaky Cauldron’s rooftop, and, beyond that, a breathtaking view down the full
length of Diagon Alley. Muggle Art Club members, however, could look in the exact same direction and see only warehouses, similar to the two-
story structures that everyone agreed could be found in the adjacent city blocks. Evidently, the same kind of magic that protected Hogwarts from the
prying eyes of muggles was at work in Central London.

Conjured telescopes, binoculars and window panes were used to work out just how that magic was working. Hermione had hypothesized that
muggles might see through the magic if they weren’t seeing it with their bare eyes, based on the fact that Colin Creevy hadn’'t been killed when he
viewed the basilisk through his camera lens. Unfortunately, Muggle eyes were still fooled, even when looking through glass. It was only when Wally
set up a digital camera and Harry aimed it towards Diagon Alley that the Grangers, Wally and Sir Evan could see in the camera’s image display
what the others had seen.

Gilbert had been thrilled when Harry and Hermione asked him to provide food and beverages for the small get-together, and flat-out gobsmacked
when they asked him to place an additional setting on the dinner table for himself. He demurred, until Harry pointed out that it would be the most
efficient way for everyone to learn more about the building’s history. The house-elf told an amazingly interesting story.

Diagon Alley had hidden in plain sight for hundreds of years, with walls and street-level notice-me-not charms all that were needed to remain in the
shadows. That changed, however, in the early 1800’s, when Muggles invented balloons and ways to build taller buildings. In response, wards were
constructed to provide a hemispherical illusion for any Muggle who might spy down upon the magical enclave. This allowed unabated development
of the surrounding Muggle neighborhoods, including residential buildings like The Rookery.

The Rookery distinguished itself from these other buildings not just with its wards and magical conveniences, but with its scandalous origins. It took
a bit of prodding, but Gilbert finally admitted that the Rookery had been built by a small, elite social club of pure-blooded family patriarchs for
pleasures of the flesh. While some wizards kept their mistresses there, others used their apartments to frolic with Muggle prostitutes. The building’s
location was perfect for these purposes; conveniently close enough to Diagon for them to slip away, but on the Muggle side of the Leaky Cauldron
(where no proper pure-blooded witch might care to follow). The club itself held nominal ownership of the building, and arranged for maintenance
and upkeep through discrete and automatic withdrawals from Gringott's accounts.

Remus noted that the information Gilbert provided was amazingly candid. The house elf shrugged his shoulders and stated that it didn't really
matter how candid he was, since nobody other than Harry would remember what he said once they left the property. Inmediately pressed for
details, Gilbert explain that the entire building was charmed so that anyone other than the flat owners would magically forget about the building (and
everything that occurred within its walls) once they crossed back over the wards. This automatic obliviation process was created and maintained
not just for privacy but for discretion; with the charm in place philandering wizards didn't have to worry about the consent of the women they brought
there.

The implications of the house elf's information cast a shadow on the evening, particularly when they realized that at least a few of the original
patriarchs were probably alive and actively using the rest of the building. The group decided to call it a night and either badge-jumped or apparated
back to their homes. Wally held back to talk about setting up long-range cameras on the balcony, until Harry reminded him that he would forget
everything they talked about as soon as he left. With that conversation thus deferred, Harry and Hermione were soon the only two remaining.

Harry refilled their wineglasses with the last of the open bottles and joined Hermione on the balcony. It was nearly eleven and just barely twilight, as
the summer sun dipped behind the western suburbs. They watched quietly as Diagon Alley's street lamps were lit. Hermione broke the silence,
noting, “The more | think about why this building was built and what it's used for the less | appreciate this view.”

Harry agreed. “Also a waste of tasteful interior design, if you ask me...Iwas planning on ravishing you in the boudoir until | realized that you wouldn't
remember any of my kisses.”

Hermione grinned. “So you think your kisses are worth remembering, Potter?”
“You'd be the one to know, sweetheart.”
Hermione's eyes lit up a bit. “Oh there may have been one or two that stood out.”

“Only one or two?”



Hermione nodded. “Of course, it wouldn't hurt to reinforce those memories by recreating the scene of the crime.”
Harry smiled and began to quietly sing. “I'm headin' down the Atlanta highway...”

“I'd rather you be quietly heading to Windsor.”

“Hey Hermione, do you think you'd like my singing any better during the trip?”

“Don't think I'd be able to notice, with all of the flashing lights and sounds.”

“Guess [l just have to sing louder, then.”

Harry called Sir Even and they said the badge-jumping magic words. Hermione imagined that it was the first time a B-52's song had been sung on
the astral plane.

“Love Shack, baby Love Shack!...Love Shack, baby Love Shack!...Love Shack....”

Chapter 20 — Marriage Contracts

Monday, June 25
The Rookery, London

The next morning, Harry Potter apparated to the Rookery with a case of electronics and some unanswered questions. Figuring that he ought to find
out if he could trust the building staff before he broke out the cameras, he called out for Gilbert. The house-elf appeared in an instant.

“Good morning, Patriarch Potter,” said Gilbert. “How might | be of assistance?”

Harry frowned at his latest honorific. Bad enough being called the “Boy-Who-Lived,” or “The Chosen One”, but in just the past four weeks he’'d been
pronounced to be “Sir Harry,” “Clan Chief Potter,” “Queen’s Wizard,” “Lord Gryffindor,” and now “Patriarch Potter.” He counted the titles on his
fingers, and snorted when he realized that he only needed one more to match the Prince.

“Wonder howone goes about becoming ‘Grand Poobah Potter’?” he thought to himself.
Shaking himself from this thought, he asked the house-elf if what he did or said within the flat would be held in confidence.

The house-elf looked shocked at the question. “Of course, Patriarch. The first rule of the building is, “What happens at the Rookery, stays at the
Rookery.”

Harry nodded, and then asked, “Does that kind of discretion include the patriarchs themselves?”
Gilbert nodded. “The Rookery's house elves must never speak about the other patriarchs and their activities with anyone...even another patriarch.”
“So is there any way any of the other patriarchs would know I was here, either yesterday or today?”

Gilbert paused, then replied. “It is doubtful, Patriarch Potter. No records are kept or notifications made of when or how the patriarchs use their flats.
House elves and goblins manage the building and all of its finances for the benefit of the patriarchs. So unless you were seen walking into the
building by another patriarch...”

“I see,” said Harry. “Well, Gilbert, you have been most helpful. Thank you for your time and assistance.”

Gilbert bowed, but before he disappeared Harry asked, “And just to be certain, what we just discussed will not be shared with any of the other
patriarchs?”

The house elf nodded, then said with a slight smile, “Death before indiscretion, Patriarch Potter. It will be as if | was never here.”

Once the house-elf disappeared Harry unpacked the case and set up the cameras and other sensors that could be controlled with telemetry. He'd
been given a crash course on what cords went where and the right buttons to push before the trip, but still found it necessary to call Wally for some
troubleshooting tips.

Meanwhile, M5 agents were busy setting up cameras and a concealed observation post in front of the building. Agents stationed at the site were
to call MI-5 3/4's Windsor field office with physical descriptions of anyone entering or leaving the building. By comparing these “eye-witness”
descriptions with live camera images, they hoped to be able to account for the potential use of glamor charms. With luck they would catch the faces
of at least a few of the patriarchs that chose to walk into the building rather than directly apparate inside.

There were plans for more comprehensive monitoring of the building, but Harry left the details to Wally and Steve. He admired just how quickly the
hastily assembled monitoring plan was being implemented, but wasn’t big on the “wait and see” approach.. He was (and figured he always would

be) a man of action...someone who wanted to bash doors down rather than watch who used them. But as he already had plenty of other things on
his plate he decided to focus on tasks that hadn’'t been or couldn't be delegated to others. There were, in fact, six different things he had wanted to
do that day in Central London, and he was already behind schedule. And so it was with some relief that he finally got confirmation from Wally back



at Windsor that the cameras he set up were working properly. He packed up his things, badge-traveled to the back room of the Weasley’s shop,
and prepared for his next meeting.

Harry walked confidently down Diagon Alley and into the main lobby of Gringott's wearing a blond curly wig and a black eye-patch. The only thing
funnier than his appearance was the fact that nobody blinked an eye (hiding in plain sight was easy when everyone expected a powerful wizard like
Harry to use magical disguises). He ignored the disgusted looks and protests of bank patrons who thought he was jumping the queue and strode
confidently towards a desk located near the back of the lobby.

“Good day, Griphook,” he said to the goblin seated behind the desk.
The goblin looked up and said, “Good day, Clan Chief.”

Harry took a seat in front of Griphook and pouted. “Aaah, you saw through my disguise. What was it, you read my magical aura? Maybe | tripped
some ‘clan-chief detection wards’ on the way in?”

Griphook gave Harry a toothy smile as he stood from his desk, pulled two thick ledgers under his arms, and directed Harry towards a private
conference room, “Something far more mundane,” he explained. “You are the only wizard to have ever recognized me and called me by name.”

As soon as the conference room’s door closed Harry pulled off the itchy wig and annoying eye-patch. “Much better,” he said to himself. He then
asked,

“Griphook, what can you tell me about the a flat  now own in a building called ‘The Rookery’ ?”

The goblin hummed quietly as he opened up one of ledgers and began to search. Finding the page he was looking for, he said, “One flat, located at
87 Shaftsbury Avenue, Soho, London. Four bedrooms, 3,900 square feet, occupies entire twenty-third floor of building known as ‘The Rookery.’
Acquired by the Potter Estate in 1892 at time of construction. Original purchase price 87,000 galleons. Current estimated value 3.3 million
galleons, although restrictive magical covenants bar you from placing it on the open market.”

Harry nodded, then asked, “l understand that the building is actually owned by some type of club. Are there annual billings or fees to cover my share
of the building maintenance costs and other services?”

His account manager nodded hummed some more as he checked a different section of the same ledger. He then replied, “This past year the sum
of 13,000 galleons was withdrawn from the Potter vault. Authorization for these automatic withdrawals was made by your grandfather on behalf of
himself and his future heirs. As the Potter Patriarch you may stop these withdrawals, but this action would result in forfeiting title to the organization
that holds nominal ownership of the entire building.” Griphook looked up from the ledger and asked,:"Do you wish me to stop these withdrawals?”

“Erm, no...not just yet,” Harry replied. He then noted, “When | visited the property yesterday a house-elf informed me that Gringott's gave notice that
I was the new Potter Patriarch and might be soon visiting.”

Griphook gave Harry a cautious look, and then replied, “Under the terms of your grandfather’s authorization, Gringott's was required to notify The
Rookery as soon as the Potter family had a Patriarch. You became the Potter Patriarch last week when you became Queen’s Wizard ...a letter was
sent by secure bank owl and received by a house-elf named Gilbert.”

Harry paused, then said, “Please Griphook, don’t be nervous...you were only doing your job and fulfiling the bank’s obligations, right?”
“Yes, Clan Chief, thank you.”

“Please Griphook, it's Harry...especially when it is just the two of us in private, alright?”

Griphook gave Harry a second cautious look, then smiled once more. “As you wish...Harry.”

The young wizard then asked, “Did you contact any of the wizards that live there, or belong to the club that runs the place?”

Griphook shook his head. “We deal only with the house-elves. Privacy issues.”

Harry smiled when he realized it likely that none of Patriarchs knew he had access to his Rookery flat. Wondering if somebody like the senior
Malfoy would know through other means, he asked, “Was anyone else notified when | gained my majority and full control of the Potter estate?”

Griphook sighed, then answered, “A required notification was sent to the Wizengamot.”
“Why the Wizengamot?”

The goblin gave Harry a tight-lipped smile. “Most likely because the Potter Patriarch has held a permanent seat on that body for more than 900
years.”

Harry accepted this reason, and then sighed. “Any chance that they haven’t gotten that message yet, Griphook?”
Griphook paused, then asked, “Would you wish that the Ministry not know?”

When Harry nodded, Griphook'’s toothy grin returned. “I sent out the required notification to the Wizengamot's office on the day it was attacked.
While | have a return receipt that proves the message was delivered, | also know that the magical seal on that envelope was never opened.”

Harry cocked his head. “Why do you imagine that is, Griphook?”



The goblin pressed his fingertips together and replied. “l understand that the Wizengamot office was one of more damaged portions of the Ministry.
It is possible that the letter was destroyed before anyone could read it.”

Harry nodded, and then asked, “Are you going to send another notification?”

Griphook smiled. “Gringott’s was obligated to send notification. Gringott’s is not obligated to determine whether the notification that was sent was
actually read.” He then added, “At your instruction we could send a second owl.”

Harry thought about the benefits of keeping his voting authority in the Wizengamot a secret and realized he knew little about how that body worked.
“Not that | would sway anybody's vote right now;”he thought to himself.

“I think one notification was sufficient,” he decided out loud. “Any one else, then?”

Griphook looked down at the ledger, and then said, “There are a number of individuals and organizations that might be notified whenever an heir
reaches his majority. Members of the family are notified, but we have no records of others in the Potter line. Any wizard family that has entered into
a betrothal contract with your parents would be notified...”

Harry interrupted. “Would be ....not was ...right?”

Griphook delayed his response just long enough to see Harry squirm (who said goblins can’'t have a bit of fun?). “No, Harry, your parents did not
obligate you to honor a betrothal contract.”

After Harry let out a sigh of relief, Griphook added, “That being said, there are presently forty-seven open betrothal offers from other Families or
Clans.”

“Forty-seven different marriage proposals?”

“Yes, Harry.”

“That’s simply...hard to believe.”

Griphook raised what could pass for eyebrows on a goblin’s face. “l have the names of the witches right here if you'd like to take a look.”
Harry chuckled, then noted, “Well, | couldn’t get into too much trouble if all | did was look, right?”

Griphook thought for a moment, then replied tactfully. “t might be argued that a wise and responsible Patriarch should take at least a cursory glance
at the list, if only to consider the value of any potential clan alliances.”

Harry grinned at Griphook, and asked, “Let’s hope that wise and responsible consorts would think the same way if they found out.”
A wheezy cough erupted out of Harry's throat when he looked down at the ledger.
“Oh. My. Sweet. Merlin!”

After working through the list the Potter Patriarch asked, “Is there a reason why so many families would be willing to offer one of their daughters to
me?”

The goblin chuckled. “Besides the fact that you are famous, wealthy, and the patriarch of one of the oldest wizarding families in Britain?”
“Yes, besides that.”

After they shared a few more chuckles (who knew that goblins liked a good joke just as much as any other sentient?) Harry asked for a copy of the
list, as well as all of the correspondence and documentation associated with each offer. Griphook called another goblin into the room and sent him
scurrying with orders to honor this request.

“The records will be available in a few minutes time,” said Griphook. The goblin then asked, “Is there anything else, then Clan Chief?”

Harry scowled a bit. “Im sure that there is, let me take a look at the list Hermione made out for me.” He then glanced down at the piece of
parchment pulled from his pocket. After a quick glance at his muggle wristwatch, he said, “Merlin, F'm supposed to be over at the Palace in a few
minutes. But | also wanted to eat lunch with Hermione.”

Harry looked over at Griphook and asked, “What do you think, my friend...Queen or Consort?”

The goblin squinted a bit and pursed his lips, before asking, “Do they serve food at this Muggle Palace?”

Harry smiled at the goblin’s question. He then stood, shook Griphook’s hand, and said that his wisdom went far beyond the world of finance.
Thirty minutes later, Harry answered a badge-call from Hermione.

“Hello, Hermione...how is your meeting going with the goblin ward masters?” he asked.

“Erm, fine...well, better than fine, actually,” she replied. “But we’re on break...they all just got called away to check on some warding down within the
vaults.”



“Really?” asked Harry. “Does that mean you have a bit of time for lunch?”

“Imagine so,” Hermione replied. “Have a place in mind?”

“Actually, | do...why don’t you jump over.”

Hermione paused. “Will Iremember where | ate afterwards?”

She couldn’'t see the grin on Harry's face when he replied, “Yes, | think you just might.”

The jump took Hermione to an elegantly-decorated room with floor-to-ceiling bookshelves on three sides and large windows set within the fourth. A
gentle breeze passed through these windows, bringing the scent of freshly-mown grass into the room where it mixed and mingled with the scent of
century-old books and Beef Burgundy (the later coming from a table within the room’s center, elegantly set for lunch). The intoxicating combination

of aromas nearly made Hermione’s knees buckle.

“Little woozy from the jump?” Harry asked cheekily.

Hermione shook her head as she turned to the sound of Harry's voice. She startled at just how handsome he looked in his dark-olive two-piece suit,
shirt and tie. She looked down at the workday robe she was wearing and frowned.

“Wish you had told me that lunch was a formal affair, Harry.”

“You've got a wardrobe full of new clothes here, if you like,” he replied with a grin. “But it is just the two of us here, and | think you look beautiful just
as you are.”

She nodded as she took a second look at her surroundings. “We’re at Buckingham Palace, then?”
Harry nodded. “Welcome to the Royal Wizard’s Suite....would you rather take a tour or eat lunch?”

Hermione looked towards the room’s closed door, then over at the table. Focusing beyond the table towards one of the bookcases, she resisted
the urge to add browsing as a third option, and suggested that they eat while the food was still hot.

Harry nodded as he pulled out a chair for her.
“Quite the gentleman, Harry,” she said.
“Well, comes with the territory, limagine,” he replied, as he took his own seat and lifted up his already-filled wine glass. “A toast?” he asked.

Hermione’s thoughts drifted back towards Gringott's and her unfinished work. But the label on the open wine bottle was just too intriguing (and
Harry just too handsome) for her to care. She raised her glass towards Harry

He smiled and proposed, “To fairy tales with happy endings.”

The breath that got caught in her throat kept Hermione from replying. With moisture gathering in the corners of her eyes she clinked her glass
against Harry’s.

“To our happy endings,” she replied.
It took a few moments for either to be inclined to start up a conversation.

Harry finally asked about Hermione’s meeting with the ward masters. She happily reported that the goblins were thrilled with her successful bench-
scale demonstration of attenuated anti-apparition fields. There was a lot of work left to do with power boosting and spell focusing before they could
recreate this success on a full-scale model, but these were already-established processes, and the ward masters were confident that they'd have a
marketable process by week’s end.

Harry smiled and congratulated Hermione on her success. “So do you think this means we’ll have wards up at Windsor by week’s end?” he asked.

Hermione nodded. “I might know for sure later today. They're bringing the Director of Warding Services in this afternoon to start negotiating a
licensing agreement.”

“Wow, that's great Hermione...any ideas on how much your ideas are worth?”
Hermione hemmed and hawed a bit, before Harry encouraged her to not be so modest.

“The ward masters think that by reducing the boundaries down to the exact footprint of the warded area they'll reduce their power requirements by
an average of twenty-five percent. But they also think that they can charge at least ten percent more for “custom-tailored” wards.”

“So they get paid more for something that will cost them less to build?”

Hermione nodded. “They started talking about either selling the idea to them outright, or granting them an exclusive license to use it.”
“Wonderful,” said Harry. “I'm so proud of you...so which way are you thinking?”
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“Not sure,” Hermione replied. “Im thinking of offering a trade instead...l let them use my attenuation mods, and they teach me how to build wards



that block magical detection.”

Harry thought about Hermione’s statement, before his eyes lit up. “With those kind of wards up over a building, underage wizards could practice
their magic!”

Hermione smiled. “Exactly what | was thinking.”
Harry couldn’t contain his enthusiasm, and almost jumped across the table to give Hermione a hug. “Oh, that's simply brilliant, Hermione.”

Before Harry could turn his admiration into a snogfest Hermione asked how his morning had gone. Harry sighed, then sat back down and
recounted his adventures within the Rookery flat. He then jumped over his meeting with Griphook to describe his introduction to staff at Buckingham
Palace. Harry had met most of the Queen’s Palace security detail, as well as the head of SO14 (Scotland Yard’s Royal Protection Force), whom he
described as a bit “Snape-ish.”

“How so?” Hermione asked.

“Well, he was a bit put-off that he had to give me a tour of their command center...thought that the ‘Queen’s little magician’ didn’t have a good
enough reason to know.”

“So what happened?”

“Steve sat him down for a little chat,” he replied. “Right after he gave us new identification badges to deal with the bureaucratic git.” Harry then
reached into his pocket, pulled out a plastic ID card, and passed it across the table.

Hermione’s eyes widened, and she gave Harry a questioning look. He responded by flipping his own palace staff ID around to show an identical
badge.

“Sois this just a fake ID for cover?” she asked.

Harry shook his head. “Afraid not,” he replied. “They don’'t want there to be any questions about our authority to lead others magicals in the defense
of the Royal Family.” He then stood up straight and extended his hand. “Agent Granger, welcome to Her Majesty’s Secret Service.”

Hermione shook her head, not sure that she liked the idea.

Harry noticed her concern, and said, “Look on the bright side, Hermione. They're starting us with mid-grade commissions.”

“So?”

Harry smiled. “So how many teenagers get to outrank their parents?”

Hermione broke out into a small smile, and then asked, “Well that’s all fine and good, but the real question is whether or not | outrank my boyfriend.”

Harry grinned, and then replied, “They initially wanted to put me a couple of grades higher than you, but then | asked if that would prevent me from
snogging a junior officer.”

“So what happened?”

“I made them demote me down to your rank.”

Hermione laughed, then walked over and gave him a hug. “Oh, Secret Agent Potter, how romantic.”
Harry paused, then chuckled at her response. “Merlin, there’s another one.”

“Another what, Harry?”

“Another title...ties me up with the Prince.”

“Really?” Hermione asked. “l didn’'t know it was a competition.”

Harry shook his head. “It isn’t really. There’s only one title that | really care about...and chuck the rest.”
“And what title would that me?”

Harry placed a kiss on her forehead and replied, “Hermione’s boyfriend.”

Hermione looked into Harry's eyes before snorting and pulling him into a hug.

“Oh, Harry,” she cooed. “l wish that | didn’t have to go back to that meeting right now.”

Her boyfriend looked at his wristwatch and said, “You don’t need to be back for another forty-five minutes.”
“Really?” asked Hermione. “And just how might you know that, Mr. Potter?”

Harry smiled and said, “Griphook assured me that the ward inspections would take at least an hour-and-a-half to complete their work.”



Hermione shook her head, not sure whether to admonish Harry for his scheming, or praise him for his ingenuity. Some ear nibbling forced the
issue.

“So Harry,” she said, “you promised to give me a tour of the Royal Wizard’s suite?”

The Queen's wizard stopped chewing on an earlobe so that he could whisper in her ear. “Any particular room you might be interested in,
Hermione?”

She pulled him into an even-tighter embrace and nodded. “Don’t suppose they gave you a broom closet?”

Harry smiled as he shook his head. “Sorry,” he whispered, “No broom closets. | do have a rather large master bedroom at my disposal, though.”
It was Hermione’s turn to smile as she broke the embrace, grabbed his hand, and started pulling him towards the door.

“Guess that will have to do.”
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Harry felt rather guilty that he hadn’t told Hermione about the marriage contracts before she returned to Gringott's. He had planned on doing so
during lunch, but the romantic atmosphere engineered to soften the blow of that revelation had gotten the best of them. Next thing he knew, they
were shogging in his newly assigned bedroom at Buckingham (and he didn’'t want to ruin any of that).

The Queen's Wizard suspected that things would be worse, now that the first chance to tell her had come and gone. Best he could do was
rationalize the need to find out more about these contracts before the next chance came at dinnertime. But who to talk to? It was the kind of problem
that he’d bring to Hermione first, but that wouldn’'t do. Ron was clearly out...Harry loved him like a brother, but this was another one of those times
when his Champion’s jump to jealousy might get the best of him. The ideal candidate would be a married wizard that Harry trusted, but the only one
to fit that bill was Arthur Weasley, and he was clearly out given that Ginny's name was on the list.

And so it was that Harry reluctantly sat up in his new bed and decided to call Remus Lupin (whose conflict of interest was almost as bad as
Arthur’s). With assurances that Harry wasn't interrupting his afternoon, Remus badge-jumped and immediately dropped to one knee.

“My liege,” he intoned.

“Oh knock it off, Remus,” Harry scolded, as he rose from his seat on the mattress edge. “It's either ‘Just Harry’ or a hex for you.”
The former DADA professor broke out into a grin as he stood. That grin grew wider as he took in his surroundings.

“So Harry,” Remus asked, “did | ever tell you about my nights on patrol as a Hogwarts Prefect?”

Wondering why his former professor was raising this topic, Harry shook his head.

“Quite something,” Remus continued. “With my were-enhanced sense of smell | always knew when pheromones and bra hooks were being
released behind closed broom closet doors.”

It only took Harry a few moments to catch on, and to realize that his recently-used bedroom might not have been the best place to receive a guest.
Waffling between acute embarrassment and roguish camaraderie, Harry decided to put on the brave front.

“Down, boy,” he replied, “or do I need to mark my new territory?”

Remus broke out into a hearty laugh. “No worries, Alpha,” he said in reassurance. “Although it would be great fun to watch you pee around the
perimeter of the Palace.”

Harry rolled his eyes as he grabbed Remus’s elbow and showed him around the new apartment. Of particular note were two large walk-in closets.
Harry guided his mentor to a section that bore his name and handed him a clothes hanger.

“Thought we’d grab a cup of tea in the Mess,” he explained.

Remus nodded as he shed his robe and hung it on the bar next to a bespoke shirt and tailored suit. Hanging next to the suit were black combat
fatigues, and two wizard’s robes (one plain and one formal). Looking down his black trousers and lightweight sweater, he snorted and asked, “Do |
need to change into that fancy muggle wear?”

Harry gave Remus the once-over and smiled. “Good enough to throw on just the jacket...it'll give you someplace to hang your credentials.” As he
handed over both the jacket and a security badge, Harry explained that each member of the Order of Arthur had his or her own sets of clothing to
facilitate travel between the muggle and wizarding worlds. Similar mini-staging areas were planned for Hogwarts, the back of Fred and George’s
shop, the Round Tower, and the Farm.

“Five sets of clothing?” Remus asked. “Harry, you don’'t need to do that. | mean, at the very least | can transfigure my clothing whenever there’s a
need.”

Harry shook his head. “Not happening, my frie