Chapter 1: The End of an Era

Here we have it – the long awaited sequel to ‘Carpe Diem’. Hope you enjoy it as much. This should be of similar length, although the

plot is going to be very different. Needless to say the characters and world all belong to JKR, and this disclaimer applies to all

subsequent chapters.

                                      "If you can dream and not make dreams your master;

                                       If you can think, and not make thoughts your aim;

                                          If you can meet with Triumph and Disaster

                                         And treat those two impostors just the same."

                                                       -Rudyard Kipling: "If" 

Harry Potter woke with a start, heart thumping wildly against his ribs. He was drenched in cold sweat, and shaking, his scar throbbing dully on his forehead. He racked his brains to remember, simply recollecting a blinding flash of green light before his dream slipped elusively from his grasp like early summer mist.

Scrambling frantically out of bed, he leaned against his windowsill and stared beyond the confines of his room into the inky darkness, which engulfed Privet Drive, anxiously scouring the sky for any sign of the Dark Mark, yet nothing unusual was to be found. The luminous orange glow of the street lamps shone hazily through the night, casting a circle of light around each post, with night’s eager fingers stretching to fill in the gaps between them. The rows of neatly manicured front gardens with their little low fences stretched away to left and right as far as he could see. Nothing ever changed in Privet Drive. This was much the same as it had looked for as long as he could remember, with everything perfectly in its place. Muggle suburbia. Home of the Dursleys.

He turned restlessly and caught a glimpse of himself in the mirror that hung on the inside of his wardrobe door. He regarded his reflection

for a moment. He’d certainly grown a great deal in the past year, and now had to stoop slightly to see his full image in the glass, but

much of his appearance remained the same as it always had. The black mop of hair, which stuck out untidily at all angles, the distinctive

green of his eyes, and the little round glasses, which he thoughtfully pushed back up his nose, none of them had changed. His face,

however, appeared to be much older, more aware, and Harry suspected that this was to do with some of his recent experiences, as he’d

been forced to mature very quickly this last year. He couldn’t help but wonder what Voldemort just been doing to wake him up like this.

Harry impatiently pushed his hair aside and examined the scar, which zigzagged across his forehead and still twinged painfully from his

dream. He had got that lightning bolt scar when Voldemort had tried to murder him when he was little more than a baby, and Harry was

aware that the most evil wizard the world had ever known still intended to kill him now. No harm could ever come to him whilst under

the care of the Dursleys, Dumbledore had seen to that, but now that he was leaving that protection, his future was very uncertain. 

He vaguely traced the aching scar with his finger, and his troubled expression relaxed into a small smile. That scar linked him with Ginny,

and touching it was almost like having her there beside him. He wondered if it had woken her too. A couple of years ago she’d

performed an ancient charm on him so they could share between them the excruciating agony Harry experienced in his forehead when

Voldemort was near, or in a particularly murderous mood. The bond the charm had created between them blossomed into love,

strengthened further by everything they’d been through together. 

Throwing himself back on his bed, he stretched out and listened intently to the silence of the night, punctuated only by Uncle Vernon’s

rattling snores. There was no soft hooting tonight, as Hedwig’s cage was empty; she had flown with a message to Ginny two days ago,

and, knowing how much his owl hated travelling by Floo Powder, Harry had asked if she could stay at The Burrow until he arrived

himself. This was to be his final night in Privet Drive, but what was notable about this particular occasion, was that Harry was now

moving into his seventh and final year at Hogwarts School of Witchcraft and Wizardry, and although he would complete his studies just

before his eighteenth birthday, he had no intention of returning to the Dursleys for those last few weeks. It was time for a new start, a

new life and he was never coming back.

He was impatient to reach The Burrow, not only to see Ron, Ginny and the rest of the Weasleys, but because he was strangely alienated

from the wizarding world here in Privet Drive. This made him feel very anxious about those he cared about, and their letters were barely

enough to reassure him that Voldemort had not attacked. He had awaited each owl with increasing restlessness over the summer, and

was trying not to fret about Sirius, his Godfather, who was currently incommunicado on some sort of mission against Voldemort in

Transylvania. He wished he were older so that he could do something active in the fight, rather than feeling completely useless here at

Privet Drive.

He sighed heavily, and reached for the piece of parchment that lay on his bedside table. Rolling onto his stomach, he propped himself up

on his elbows and began to re-read the last epistle he’d received from Ginny. A broad smile spread across his face, as he could almost

hear her animated voice talking to him through the written words.

"Harry,

Thanks for your last letter. I can’t believe they’re still treating you like that. Well, I can believe it, but I’d rather not. Are you sure

you’re OK? Just hang on in there, and you’ll be back here before you know it. I miss you, and I’m counting down the hours until I see

you again. 5pm on Friday. I can’t wait…"

Harry couldn’t wait either. He’d actually made arrangements with Mr Weasley so that he could travel to The Burrow earlier, in time for

lunch, and hadn’t told Ginny. The opportunity to catch her unawares was simply too good to pass up. It was now less than ten hours

before he’d see her again and he could just imagine the look on her face when he sneaked up behind her… Still smiling, Harry pulled off

his glasses, hugged his pillow towards him in his arms and closed his eyes. Blissful drowsiness swept quickly over him, and for once

nightmares were absent as he fell asleep.

                                                           *****

Harry squeezed into the empty seat in the tiny space beside Dudley at the kitchen table, and silently reached for a slice of toast, each

precision cut by Aunt Petunia into an equal sized triangle, and stacked in regimented rows. Harry was convinced that she must use a

setsquare on every slice, as nothing else could create such a regular shape.

"Wash your hands, boy," Uncle Vernon bellowed, without even bothering to look from behind his morning copy of the newspaper.

"Don’t they teach you anything in that school of yours?"

"Plenty of things," Harry retorted, suddenly unwilling to put up with this behaviour from his uncle any longer. "You know,

like…magic?" At the very word, the newspaper rustled furiously, and was hurled down forcibly on the table. Uncle Vernon materialised

from behind the pages, purple faced, his moustache bristling, and his jaw hanging unattractively open in sheer outrage that Harry had

dared to answer him back. His temper exploded.

"How many times have I told you, boy. You are never to mention your…your unnaturalness under this roof?"

"Hundreds," said Harry calmly, beginning to butter his toast without having washed his hands. 

"How dare you!" Uncle Vernon roared, saliva forming in the corners of his mouth with rage. Dudley’s tiny piggy eyes looked up with

instant interest. This scene clearly had the potential to be far more interesting than the television that was currently babbling away in the

background. "We’ve fed and clothed your ungrateful hide for sixteen years, and you have the audacity to throw it back in our faces."

"The clothes were Dudley’s cast offs," Harry remarked, crunching blithely into his toast.

"That’s besides the point," Uncle Vernon blustered furiously, more enraged by Harry’s manner than what he was saying. "You should be

grateful we even did that, especially given your abnormality."

"Ah, yes. Being a… wizard," Harry stressed the final word heavily. "I’ll be fully qualified in about ten months. That should make next

summer very pleasant for us all, shouldn’t it." He grinned to himself as he watched Uncle Vernon’s face contort painfully as his mind

wrestled with the concept of what Harry could actually do to them when he was allowed to use magic outside of school. Harry had

deliberately omitted to tell his relatives that he wasn’t coming back, and consequently Uncle Vernon wore an expression of such disgust,

revulsion and fear that he looked as though he was trying to swallow a blast-ended skrewt in his effort not to lose his temper with Harry.

"Harrumph," he snorted, and snatched his paper up again, shaking out the pages furiously and submerging his crimson face behind the

sheets.

Harry tried hard not to laugh out loud, but it was extremely difficult. At his words, Aunt Petunia turned very pale, and clutched the

kitchen sink in an attempt to steady herself, deep rasping breaths shaking her bony frame. Dudley’s eyes widened in pure horror at the

intimation, and he was currently trying to shuffle his chair as far away from Harry as he could manage. Dudley’s fear of adult wizards

had clearly not diminished since his encounter with Hagrid many years before had resulted in a pig’s tail protruding from the seat of his

trousers.

Suddenly, an image on the television screen caught Harry’s attention and sobered him instantly. He silently shifted backwards for a

clearer view of the screen and listened intently.

"Police were called in to investigate after neighbours reported a disturbance in the early hours of this morning. Upon breaking in to

the property in Laburnum Grove, they discovered the body of Perseus Appleby. Early forensic reports have been unable to establish

any cause of death, and this combined with no signs of violence and a complete lack of evidence have once again baffled the police.

This is the latest in a series of identical murders, stretching the length of the country over the past two years…"

Harry turned away from the television, and studied his toast carefully, feeling sick to the pit of his stomach. He could picture what had

happened in Laburnum Grove very clearly indeed. The Apparition of Death Eaters, those darkly hooded and cloaked figures looming,

laughing, as they circled the pitiful figure on the floor. The torture their victim would have suffered as the Unforgivable Curses were cast

upon him one by one: Imperius, Cruciatus, and finally the one to end it all, and the flash of green light he’d seen in his dream, the Avada

Kedavara. 

His chair scraped back along the kitchen floor, and he found his feet running back up the stairs, carrying him to his bedroom. The door

slammed shut behind him, and he leaned against it breathing deeply. It sounded like things were getting worse. He could remember the

same experiences so well: the merciless laughter, the agony of the Cruciatus Curse ripping through him sending every inch of his body

screaming in torment. Then, there was what Voldemort had done to Ginny. He shivered. In a fit of nervous energy, he spent the next

hour or so packing, and repacking his trunk, restlessly checking beneath the loose floorboard time and time again for forgotten quills, or

pieces of parchment, searching for spare socks, until finally he could do no more. He took one last look around the room, and nodded. It

was time to go.

Harry was always bad at waiting, and this time was worse than ever as he impatiently watched the living room clock, the pointers slowly,

slowly dragging themselves so reluctantly towards noon. Aunt Petunia was covering all of the furniture with white sheeting, smoothing

the corners with hospital-style creases and removing everything of value from sight. Harry knew how much she despised this mess in her

pristine house, but her fear of magic was paramount, so she chewed her tongue and said nothing. Dudley was nowhere to be seen, and

Uncle Vernon stood, filling the doorway with his massive bulk almost as if he was trying to barricade the rest of the house into safety.

The Westminster chimes sounded gently through the room from the golden carriage clock on the mantelpiece, and Aunt Petunia caught

her breath, her hand fluttering to the pearls at her throat in fear.

"Vernon," she whispered, eyes widening until they were as large as saucers. "It’s midday."

"There’ll be no nonsense this time," Uncle Vernon threatened, beginning to turn purple once more. "You hear me, boy?"

"Fine," Harry muttered, desperately wanting to get out of there with as little fuss as possible.

A sudden pop, and Mr Weasley appeared out of nowhere, right by the fireplace.

"Ah, there you are, Harry," he said, smiling benignly at him. "How are you? Good summer, I hope?" 

"Er… not bad," Harry grinned at him, suddenly feeling a lot better about everything.

"Mr and Mrs Dursley, nice to see you too," Mr Weasley continued, offering his hand, which Uncle Vernon pointedly ignored. "Ah, yes.

Right," Mr Weasley said, looking slightly abashed and rather flustered. "Well, we’d better get a move on, Harry. It’s lunchtime at work

and I’ve not got long. Have you got everything?"

"Right here," Harry said, indicating his trunk and Hedwig’s cage.

Mr Weasley, waved his wand at the electric fire, which promptly exploded and shot across the room, leaving a gaping hole in the ornate

stone fireplace. The fire bounced off the sofa and landed with a thump on the deep pile of the living room carpet. Aunt Petunia moaned

to see her beautiful home decimated like this once more, even though she knew it would be impeccably restored as soon as her nephew

had gone.

"Go!" Uncle Vernon growled, moving towards his wife. "Get out of my sight, boy."

"Well, I’ll… er… I’ll see you then," Harry said, wondering if he would ever set eyes on them again. He smiled at Mr Weasley and

shrugged. He had expected it to be like this. His trunk was balanced, end on, in the fire place, and Harry squeezed in beside it, enjoying

the warmth of the flames that were gently licking around his legs.

"The Burrow!" he cried, and caught one final glimpse of his Aunt and Uncle before the whirling, twisting sensation filled his senses as he

was hurtled along, eyes tightly closed. The feeling of being thrown, and tumbled as if in the midst of a storm at sea, was slightly

unpleasant, but he soon felt himself slowing and flung out his hands to prevent his usual inelegant entrance of sprawling across the

Weasley’s kitchen floor.

"Harry!" Ron’s delighted voice greeted him, and Harry straightened up, grinning widely at his best friend.

The Burrow’s kitchen was small, crowded and chaotic, yet one of the most friendly and welcoming places Harry had ever known in his

life. It was hard to imagine anywhere that could provide a greater contrast with 4, Privet Drive. The scrubbed deal table where Ron was

sitting dominated the room, and other surfaces, like the old Welsh dresser were almost buried under mountains of parchment, hundreds

of framed wizard photographs of all seven of the Weasley children and assorted cookery books with titles such as ‘Magic and

Mushrooms. One hundred favourite recipes.’

"Harry, dear!" Mrs Weasley exclaimed a little breathlessly, as she hugged him tightly. "Lovely to see you."

"You too," he smiled at her, blushing a little from her affectionate attention, but it was true, it felt incredibly good to be back here. She

stood back and regarded him seriously.

"They’ve not been feeding you properly," she commented, frowning slightly. She waved her wand, and slices of bread instantly shot out

of a wooden container onto the kitchen work surface, where they began to dance with fragments of ham and salad. Harry ducked

quickly to avoid a plate that was whisked across the kitchen, it collected the sandwiches, and gently wafted down onto the table right in

front of him.

"Now eat!" she instructed, smiling fondly at him. "Ginny’s down by the river. You can go and see her when you’re done here." 

"Thanks," Harry grinned, and settled down at the table, feeling completely ravenous. She nodded in satisfaction, and then bustled out of

the room with a basketful of clean laundry. "How’s your summer been?" he asked Ron, through a mouthful of sandwich. "Heard from

Hermione lately?"

"Yeah," Ron said shortly. Harry looked quizzically up at him, and Ron shrugged. "Don’t ask," he said flatly. "She’s arriving later today

anyway."

"Ah! OK," said Harry, wondering what on earth was going on between them now. He was momentarily distracted by something in the

photograph of a younger Fred and George exploding, and engulfing the two perpetrators in billowing clouds of lilac smoke. They

emerged coughing, with identical expressions of sheer delight. Harry chuckled to himself.

"How’s the joke shop doing?" he asked, steering the conversation well away from Hermione.

"It’s great," Ron said enthusiastically. "If Mum and Dad’ll let us, maybe we could go through to Diagon Alley one day this week, and

you can see. They’ve come up with some brilliant new stuff, you know, sweets that completely dissolve your tongue for five minutes,

that sort of stuff."

"Sounds like they’re having fun then," Harry said

"Too true," Ron laughed. "I warn you now though, don’t use any soap you find in the bathroom. They’ve not got it quite right yet, and it

took Percy a week to get the purple stain off his hands. You can just imagine how well that went down. We got a whole seven days of

how it was compromising his position in the ministry of Magic."

Harry laughed at this very creditable impersonation of Percy’s fussiest voice and took a final bite of sandwich. A picture of Ginny could

be seen over Ron’s shoulder winking cheekily at him, her face alight with laughter. His insides quivered.

"And Ginny?" he asked seriously.

"Worried about you," Ron chuckled. "Honestly, the pair of you are as bad as each other. It’s a wonder Hedwig didn’t collapse this

summer with all those letters. Go on then, go and see her."

Harry got to his feet, blushing slightly but with an irrepressible grin on his face, the excitement fluttering in his stomach like an assortment

of exuberant Cornish pixies.

"See you later then," he said, and set off into the bright sunlight, running across the rambling and overgrown garden towards the river.

Chapter Two: All's Fair In Love and War

                                           "Know one false step is ne'er retrieved…

                                            Not all that tempts your wand'ring eyes

                                             And heedless hearts, is lawful prize."

                               Thomas Gray: "Ode on the Death of a Favourite Cat, Drowned in a Tub of Goldfishes"

                                                            *****

Harry set out from the cool darkness of the Weasley's kitchen into the blindingly bright sunshine of the day. It was glorious; he squinted

up at the sun shining high in the sky, the blueness sparsely dotted with the tiniest freckles of clouds. Grinning happily at this reminder of

Ginny, he sped up, running down the garden and twisting his way round the now familiar bushes. A sunbathing gnome shrieked in

outrage as Harry trod on his diminutive hat when he passed by. Harry barely slowed to shout an apology over his shoulder, and saw the

tiny potato-like creature shaking his fist furiously at his retreating heels. He laughed in amusement, and vaulted over the wooden fence

into the meadow.

The long whispering grasses swayed hypnotically this way and that in the breeze, like an undulating verdant sea, interspersed with

brightest red poppies as far as the ridge. He hurried onwards, ignoring the stalks grasping at his legs as he passed, until he paused for

breath beneath the old gnarled oak tree, which stood dominating the valley. Ottery St. Catchpole lay before him, curled up sleepily at the

foot of the steep hill on the opposite bank, but Harry paid no attention to the pretty little village, with its windows glinting gold as they

reflected the sunlight. The river snaked across the valley floor, clumps of shady trees overhanging the water, and his eyes surveyed the

landscape, seeking a very particular spot. Ginny had discovered this place of hers years ago, right on the river bank itself, quiet and

peaceful, and remarkably safe from her brothers' teasing. He knew she'd be there. 

Anticipation building, he plunged over the edge and ran, legs thudding heavily against the gradient of the slope as he descended. Stealthily

he crept onwards beside the river itself, heart beating quickly as he neared his goal. He could make out her vibrantly red hair through the

overhanging foliage, and shuffled slightly nearer, watching her carefully and smiling to himself. She was reading and completely oblivious

to his presence. He had to admit she looked very comfortable there, reclining part way along a branch of a very ancient tree, that

stretched out low above the water, before reaching upwards for sunlight. Her right leg dangled casually downwards, naked toe touching

the surface of the river, creating little ripples as she moved.

A wide grin spread across his face. He tiptoed quietly forwards, and steadily rounded the trunk of the tree, almost holding his breath in

expectation. A twig cracked under his careless foot, and startled, she looked up, her russet hair dancing around her.

"Harry!" she yelled with delight, her face glowing with pleasure. She scrambled quickly to her feet, and ran back down the branch to the

riverbank, throwing her arms around his neck. He hugged her tightly and swung her round, his face hidden in her hair, never, never

wanting to let her go. 

"I've missed you so much," he whispered, voice muffled from where it was still buried.

"Tell me about it," she murmured. "It's only been four weeks this time, but it's felt longer than ever."

He looked at her, unable to stop smiling, holding her tightly all the while. He loved every bit of her, from the freckles scattered across her

nose to the enticing liquid pools of her brown eyes, where he felt he could wallow for all eternity. She stretched up on tiptoes, and their

lips met, at first with a tingling gentleness. A wave of warm, welcoming darkness washed over him, as he gave himself up to the

sensation, kissing her ever more deeply, his right hand tangled in the fiery depths of her hair. 

They finally broke apart, and he gazed in awe at her, marvelling that she could ever love him as much as she did. She simply grinned,

and led him by the hand back up to where she'd been sitting before he'd disturbed her. She curled up beside him, and he leaned back

against the sturdiness of the tree, adoring the feel of her cradled in his arms. This was perfect.

"Harry," she said thoughtfully, after an interlude of idle banter. "I know we said we wouldn't, but do you ever think about the future?"

She twisted round a little to face him, and wobbled precariously on the branch. Harry tightened his grip on her before she tumbled into

the river and kissed her forehead gently.

"Sometimes," he admitted. "I wonder what things might be like without Voldemort to threaten us, what we could be doing in ten years

time. What do you think about?"

"Next year for a start," she said gloomily, swinging her leg, and sending little droplets of water splashing from her toe to the riverbank.

"Supposing we get through this one in one piece, that's a whole year we're going to have to spend apart after you've finished at school,

and these past four weeks have been torture enough. I don't want that to happen, Harry."

"Owls just aren't the same, are they?" he said, smoothing her wayward hair back from her face with his hand. "There's no easy answer

to that one, Gin."

"I know," she grumbled. "What are you going to do with yourself after school anyway?" She chuckled and her eyes sparkled with a little

mischief. "Imagine, I could have a famous Quidditch player as my boyfriend, or a world class Auror, or maybe even the next Minister of

Magic!"

"Not a chance," Harry laughed along with her. "I'm afraid you're just going to have to put up with 'The famous Harry Potter.'" His voice

took on a serious tone as he added, "You know what it's like, Ginny. I really can't see Voldemort leaving me alone for long enough to do

anything once I'm out of Hogwarts. It'll only be him and me then, no Dumbledore around. He might not even leave it that long; I'm

seventeen tomorrow, which technically means I can meet him as an adult wizard on his terms."

"I know," she whispered, fear showing in the darkness of her eyes. She ran her hand thoughtfully down his cheek, sending a shiver of

pleasure down his spine. There was a pause before she spoke again in a deceptively bright tone. "So what will we be doing in ten years

time, then?"

"Well, let me see," Harry leaned back again, pulling her in closely to him. "I expect you'll have a new book of Muggle poems by then,

and I won't have any socks left at all."

She sat up and giggled, slapping him affectionately.

"No, seriously Harry!"

"I just want to be with you," he said simply, smiling at her. "Nothing else matters."

"Really?" she whispered incredulously, her soft brown eyes searching his.

"Really," he assured her, smiling at her expression. "Where do you want to be in a decade? Married with umpteen kids? A high flying

career as Poet Laureate of the wizarding world?"

"I wish I knew," she giggled at the image of herself in formal regalia with such a serious position in life. "It'd be nice to get married one

day. Do you want to, Harry?"

"Is that a proposal?" he teased her, chuckling gently.

"No," she spluttered in a new wave of laughter. "I just wondered, that's all; we've never talked about the future before. Do you want a

huge tribe of offspring and a life filled with arguments over whose turn it is to do the washing up?"

"I'd like a family of my own at some point," he said slowly, mulling the matter over in his mind. "I don't know. It's stupid, I suppose, but

it's something… something I've never had. Not really."

"That's not stupid, Harry," she said softly, leaning over to kiss him. 

The kiss caught him quite by surprise, the gentle warmth and love contained within it reflected every bit of his own emotions for Ginny;

yet there was something more. A sense of passion and urgency were tangible, which he recognised all too well, drawing him to her.

Harry tried to force his brain to think. A wave of desire swept over him as he instinctively responded to her touch, bodies melting

together. Fragmented thoughts flitted through his mind; abductions into various Hogwarts broom cupboards on the way to lessons…

Ginny's confession at the end of term that, unlike her brothers, she didn't mind much where he put his hands… and…and they'd talked

about this before, hadn't they?

He pulled away sharply, and stared at her, heart pounding erratically in his chest. They'd agreed this couldn't happen; Voldemort was too

much of a threat to her already. She ran her hands up to his shoulders sending shivers of pleasure through him, stretching up to dissolve

in a kiss once more. 

"Gin, no," his voice sounded slightly strangled. "We can't…" She looked at him directly with a mischievous glint in her eye, and moved

even closer, trailing kisses, her warm breath brushing seductively at his skin.

"Stop it," he groaned, realising that there was no way he could escape from her. "Ginny, come on. It's not funny."

He heard a low chuckle beside his ear, and realised she was doing this to him quite deliberately. Pausing for a second, he knew it was

time for drastic action and there was only one way to go. He grinned wickedly to himself. Gathering her swiftly in his arms, he hooked

his legs tightly round the branch for balance, and unceremoniously dropped her into the river.

There was a short squeak of surprise, followed by a loud splash. She surfaced quickly, water streaming from her darkened red hair like a

seal. She shook her head, droplets of water flying everywhere, and regarded him, wearing a half-amused expression, as she trod water.

"Has that cooled your ardour?" Harry grinned down at her. She swam up to the branch and regarded him with enormous dark brown

eyes, showing a look of anguish that tugged painfully at his heartstrings. Her arm reached out to him, and he guiltily leaned over to haul

her out, realising slightly too late what she was up to. A swift pull, and he overbalanced, tumbling headfirst into the icy coldness of the

water.

Soaked to the skin they struggled back to the bank, laughing uncontrollably. Harry collapsed in a heap, trying to catch his breath, and

pulled his shoes off, ostentatiously draining the water they contained back into the river. Ginny caught his eye, and grinned impishly at

him, before wringing water from her skirt, straggling hair dripping everywhere around her. He saw her shiver in the slight breeze of the

day, and quickly got to his feet, clothes sticking unpleasantly to him.

"C'mon," he said, grabbing her books up from the ground, and reaching for her hand. "We'd better get back, although how we're going to

explain this…?" He broke off, shook his head at her and began laughing again.

"Well, I think we're just going to have to brazen it out," she chuckled. "The odds of us sneaking through our kitchen unnoticed are pretty

much nil, but if we're quick about it, at least we'll not run into Fred and George.

Squelching their way back to the Burrow, Harry reflected that this was possibly not the most romantic way to spend the afternoon with

Ginny, but it was good to be laughing for a change; there'd been little enough of that in recent weeks. They slunk in through the back

door, exchanging glances of suppressed hilarity. Ginny pressed her finger to her lips, and peered cautiously ahead. They were in luck; the

place was unusually deserted. Leaving a shining trail of water in their wake, they crept through the kitchen and the hallway to the

stairwell. The second from bottom step creaked noisily as Harry trod on it, and they froze, hearts beating nervously, listening carefully

for movement. Nothing. Ginny giggled softly, and they hurried up the stairs to the doorway of her room.

"Good luck," she whispered, pulling him close and kissing him quickly. "Hope Ron's not up there. See you if you survive." She grinned

mischievously at him, and disappeared into her bedroom.

Harry groaned, and trudged soggily up the next flight of stairs towards the eaves of the house and Ron's room, lured by the blissful

thought of dry clothing. The sound of raised voices in full torrent became audible from within, and he paused with his hand on the

doorknob, wondering what he should do. He could hardly go back downstairs in this state, the ghoul wasn't sounding too happy as he

clanked around in the attic above, and behind the door in front of him awaited a fate far, far worse than death.

"I don't know what made you think that!" Hermione's voice snapped. "I've never done anything of the sort and you know it!"

"That's not the point," Ron protested vehemently. "Hermione!"

"What?" she yelled furiously. "It's bad enough having you saying all this stuff, but to actually believe it!"

"Well, it is true," Ron said, sounding surprisingly certain of himself. "Isn't it?"

"How dare you!" she hissed, sounding angrier than Harry had ever heard her before. "If this is how you think of me, well… well, I'm not

sure there's any point in-"

"Will you listen, for once?" Ron interrupted furiously. "I've thought about nothing else all summer, Hermione. This is driving me mad."

There was a pause, his voice softened and he added, "You know how I feel about you, and that's not going to change, whatever you

say."

"I know," she said, sighing heavily. "And I feel the same, but Ron…"

"I know you're right," he said, and Harry heard footsteps crossing the room. "I s'pose I… I should've thought more about what I said in

that letter."

"It's not just that," she replied. Harry was relieved to hear that her rage appeared to be subsiding as well. "What would've happened if

Pig had delivered it to the wrong person? You know what he's like."

"Yeah," Ron said bleakly. "You've made it pretty clear what you think about the whole thing."

"No I haven't," her voice said, so softly Harry could barely hear her. "Ron, I…"

"I'm sorry," he muttered. "I've really stuffed things up, haven't I? I've been behaving like a real git." 

"Not really," she chuckled, the tension evaporating. "A lot of what you said was true. We'll talk more about it later, though. Harry'll be

back soon. You haven't forgotten it's his birthday tomorrow, have you?"

"Would I?" he protested sounding quite injured by the suggestion. There was a gentle giggle from within and quietness followed. 

Harry heaved a silent sigh of relief. Ron and Hermione argued regularly enough, but it could get quite unpleasant, although it was

generally short lived. He crept down and then noisily thudded back up a few stairs to give Ron and Hermione a chance to realise that he

was there. It was that Weasley temper, he reflected ruefully. Ron exploded easily, and that was bad enough, but on the rare occasions

when Ginny lost it, you knew it was time to dive for cover and hope that you were eaten by a mountain troll before she found you. 

"Hi there," he called, as he pushed the door open, and walked into the orange brilliance that Ron called his bedroom.

"Harry!" Hermione rushed over to hug him and stopped dead. "You're all wet."

"Am I?" he said, trying to keep a straight face. "I wonder how that could have happened. You know, I was so careful, but sometimes

these rivers come out of nowhere and just attack you."

"You upset Ginny, then?" Ron chuckled. "That was quick. What did she do? Throw you in or something?"

"Something like that," Harry laughed, pulling his shoes back off and sticking them on the windowsill to dry. 

"You'll catch your death of cold if you stay in those wet things," Hermione said, sounding rather like Mrs Weasley for a second. "You

really should get changed."

"Yes, but…" Harry began.

"Hermione!" Ron's shocked voice interrupted, and both boys looked at her incredulously.

"Oh yes," she blushed and bit her lip. "I'll… er… I think I'll just go and see how Ginny's getting on, shall I? Yes, I think that might be a

very good idea. I'll… um… see you later, then." Still looking rather embarrassed she edged out of the door, and they heard her heading

down the stairs.

"You two got things sorted out then?" Harry asked Ron, as he peeled off layers of cold, sodden clothing. Ron stretched back on his

Chudley Cannons bedspread, and shrugged his shoulders at Harry.

"Who knows?" he said. "Anyway, dare I ask what you've been doing to my little sister to deserve being chucked in the river?"

"Threw her in first," Harry laughed, quickly rubbing himself dry with a towel. 

"Er… right," Ron said, looking slightly bewildered by the explanation. "Yes, I think that would probably explain a lot." He paused, clearly

thinking about the incident and shook his head. "I'm not going to ask. It's probably best if I don't know."

"She can't have pinched my socks already!" Harry exclaimed suddenly, rummaging through his trunk for a dry pair. "It's impossible. She

was down by the river when I got here, and she's not been up since we got back. How does she do it?"

"Bribery and corruption," Ron grinned over at him. "She is a Weasley after all!"

                                                           *****

The evening was drawing on, mellow sunlight casting a warm glow around the three figures in the living room, whilst the wireless in the

corner was playing soft music from the Wizarding Wireless Network. Harry was engaged in a game of chess with Ron, and was losing

badly, his chessmen casting him baleful glares and arguing with him about his every move. Ginny was sprawled over an armchair,

half-reading and half-laughing at Harry's inept efforts.

"No, use the pawn, Harry. That one, over there," she gesticulated at it and chuckled as it waved back to her. "Don't move the bishop, or

he's got a direct line of attack."

"Hey!" Ron protested, throwing a cushion at his sister. "Let him lose on his own. He doesn't need you to help him."

The door swung open and Hermione wandered in, looking a lot happier than Harry had seen her earlier in the day. Ron grinned up at her

and shuffled over to make room for her. She surveyed the game of chess carefully.

"Aren't you going to move your bishop?" she asked Harry, curiously, seeing his hand hovering beside the pawn. "It means you can take

that pawn next turn."

"That's my girl!" Ron beamed at her, whilst Ginny choked.

Suddenly their attention was distracted by a crackle from the radio, before the clear, precise tones of the WWN newsreader wafted

across the airwaves. Harry saw Ron look quickly at Ginny, and both of their faces became instantly grave.

"Disturbing new developments have stunned the entire wizarding community, as the grip of He Who Must Not Be Named appears to

be tightening. Perseus Appleby, a researcher within the Ministry of Magic, was killed by Death Eaters in the early hours of this

morning. Appleby had been engaged in consolidating the confining spells on some of the more dangerous magical creatures, and his

death has lead to breakdowns in the network of protective spells. Although at this point in time it is impossible to know the full extent

of the damage, a chimaera attacked a group of Muggle tourists near Carlisle and other allies of the Dark Lord are still at large. The

Minister of Magic has refused to comment on today's events, but his spokesman recommended that the curfew, that was established

last week, is maintained for security reasons."

Harry stared at Ron, his throat suddenly so dry it felt like sandpaper.

"What's been going on?" he croaked, leaping to his feet, his breathing slightly unsteady and legs trembling beneath him. "Why hasn't

anyone been telling me all this?"

"It's bad, Harry," Ron said bleakly, looking more anxious than ever. "These last four weeks things have been getting worse. Dementors

coming across from Azkaban to feed on emotions, or worse, every time they feel like it; giants attacking some people in the North; and

the Death Eaters… well, you know what they're like."

"They've recommended we're all locked in our homes by six every evening," Ginny explained, looking rather white. "Most of the serious

incidents happen late at night. We didn't tell you, because you were safe with the Dursley's. If we had told you…" Her voice trailed off,

and Harry's heart melted as he looked at her frightened face. 

"It's OK, Ginny," he said softly. "I understand."

"What are The Ministry of Magic trying to do about it?" Hermione asked quickly.

"I don't think they know," Ron said, getting up from the floor. "Dad should be back any minute, and he'll probably be able to tell us

what's really happened today. He's at the office every second he can be right now, even gets called out sometimes after curfew, and you

can imagine how Mum feels about that."

Noise was emanating from the kitchen; pots and pans were thudding and crashing far harder than was usual, and Harry followed Ron to

see what was happening. Mrs Weasley was rummaging through cupboards and slammed a large metal pot onto the stove with a

resounding clang.

"Mum?" Ginny pushed past and hurried over to her. "What is it? Here, let me do that." She knelt down and started to stack things tidily

back on the shelf.

"Look at the time," Mrs Weasley moaned, waving her wand vaguely at the potatoes, which scrambled across the bench and dropped into

the sink. "They should have been back by now. All of them should."

"They've got ten minutes yet, Mum," Ron said reassuringly, moving her towards a chair. "That's loads of time when you're Apparating."

"Did you hear that news report?" she said, her voice rising in panic. "They should be home."

A sudden popping noise heralded the arrival of Fred and George at the opposite side of the kitchen. 

"What's for dinner?" Fred said cheerfully. "Mum! Not again!" he protested, as he was almost bowled over by his mother enveloping first

him, then his twin in massive hugs.

"I think she just likes strangling us," George commented, massaging his throat. "Diagon Alley's still safe, you know Mum. It's probably

one of the best protected places in England."

"Just because it was yesterday, doesn't mean to say it is today," she snapped, wiping her eyes. "Anything could have happened."

Another pop and Percy arrived, narrowly missing landing on Hermione, closely followed by a very weary-looking Mr Weasley.

"Oh, thank goodness!" Mrs Weasley cried. "Arthur, what has been going on today?"

Chapter Three: An Uninvited Guest

                                                     "If I am afraid at all

                                                   It's only in my dreams."

                                               -Maya Angelou: "Life Doesn't Frighten Me."

  The coldness of the stone floor penetrated through his bones; numbing ache bringing a welcome dullness to the torment which still

   raged through his frame. He lifted his head limply in the darkness; the total absence of daylight removed all hope. There was no

                                  escape. There was nothing: just the wish for oblivion. Death.

Sudden bright light was scorching through his brain, the beam making him wince, recoiling away from the black hooded figure. The

pain intensified, jerking and twisting his body with involuntary spasms. The chanted repetition, hammering relentlessly:

"Tell us… tell us…"

Screaming. Wild uncontrolled shrieks of agony, blurred with merciless laughter. The sensation of a cold metal blade against his bare

flesh, cutting through it with throbbing savagery. More hooded figures, swimming in and out of focus before his eyes.

"Tell us…"

"I will not!"

Ginny. He had to keep her safe. Blood dripped, splashing on the flags below. A dizzying sensation. Fighting, struggling against the

bonds that confined him. He couldn't move, but he had to. He couldn't let them…The agony was back, worse than before. No air. He

couldn't breathe. He had to…

"Harry?"

Hands gently touched him. He flinched.

"Harry, you're safe. I promise," Ginny's voice calmly broke through the torment, offering him a lifeline. Her hand grasped his tightly.

He opened his eyes, trembling violently and drenched in the cold sweat of pure terror. 

Ron's room. 

He was in Ron's room. The orange paint was oddly reassuring in the inky blueness of the night, as he tried to collect his breathing and

reassure himself that these were memories, only one of those many visions that regularly haunted his sleep. 

"It's OK," she whispered, smoothing his damp hair back from his forehead. "Everything's fine."

"Sorry," he mumbled shakily, his heart thumping heavily against his ribs. "I didn't mean to wake you again."

"I'm glad the scar woke me," she said softly, caressing her hand down his cheek. "That sounded like it was a bad one; I can't believe

Ron slept through it." She nodded across the lump on the bed in the corner that was her brother, soft snores emanating from him in a

regular soothing rhythm.

"Yeah," he responded, sitting up to wrap his arms around her, and leaning his forehead against hers. He gave her a wry smile. "Thanks,"

he muttered.

"Don't be silly," she whispered, hugging him tightly. "I'm hardly going to let you suffer through all that on your own, am I?" She sighed

softly, and looked steadily into his eyes before voicing her question. "It was last March again, wasn't it?"

Harry nodded silently, the fear gripping his stomach again as little images burned into his mind. He closed his eyes, feeling himself still

shaking in her embrace. She said nothing, but simply held him; her hair tickled against his nose, bringing with it a pleasing sense of the

real world, rather than those nightmarish remembrances. 

"I'm OK, Gin," he said at last, grinning a little at her. "You'd better get back; you'll be murdered if anyone finds you in here."

"Not if I can help it," she chuckled quietly, so as not to wake Ron. "Anyway, this is far easier than when you were having these dreams

at Hogwarts. I had to get past four other people then, not just my brother, to make sure you were all right!"

"Ginny," Harry whispered, feeling horribly guilty. He couldn't articulate what he wanted to say, and had to resort to squeezing her

fingers.

"Shove up," she said suddenly, with a warm smile on her face.

"W-what?" Harry stammered, obediently retreating towards the wall. "Gin?"

"Nothing like that," she chuckled, curling up beside him, and kissing him gently. "You need to talk this through, and I want to be with

you. We could go downstairs if you want, but at least if we're caught here, we can point out that Ron's been with us the whole time."

Harry reached for her, and held her close, face buried in her sunshine scented hair, reminding him of the wildness of the fields and

meadow. Very slowly he began to recount his dream, Ginny helping where he faltered and feared to continue.

"And the Constrictum spell?" she asked quietly.

"How did you know?" he whispered, his voice seeming hoarse as it caught in his throat.

"I had the same dream," she responded softly, her brown eyes fixed upon his own. "It wasn't just the scar that woke me tonight, Harry.

It was your dream."

                                                           *****

Consciousness gradually came upon him, bringing with it the sense of being completely and totally happy. The warmth of his bed

surrounded him, and he breathed deeply, feeling a smile playing across his lips. He dimly registered the sound of the swallow chirruping

merrily from the eaves above them, whilst a light breath of warmth brushed against his cheek. His eyes slowly opened, to find Ginny

slumbering beside him, her hair cascading all over his pillow and glinting in a shaft of early morning sunshine. His heart skipped a beat in

a combination of pleasure and nervousness. How could they have fallen asleep like this? The Burrow was thankfully still silent, but

Harry knew that it wouldn't remain thus for long. Ron could wake up at any second and if anyone found them like this…

"Ginny," he whispered, shaking her gently. She mumbled something incoherently in her sleep and shuffled against him with a contented

sigh. "Ginny," he repeated, more urgently, kissing her cheek. "Come on, wake up."

"Mmm?" she murmured sleepily, eye lids flickering open a little, making Harry's heart melt. Suddenly her eyes snapped fully open as she

realised where she was. "Harry!" 

There was a brief moment of confusion, then realisation and she sat up rapidly. "What time is it?" she asked, anxiety clearly evident in

her voice.

"No idea," Harry replied in an undertone. "But you've got to get out of here. I don't think we've got long."

At these very words there was a grunt from Ron, and the blankets on his bad shifted as he rolled over onto his back. They froze. An

eternity later, his regular rhythmic breathing began again and Harry let out a long slow breath of his own.

"Watch the squeaking floorboard over by the wardrobe," he whispered, as she levered herself silently to her feet, and bent over to kiss

him. "Thanks for the nightmare rescue."

"Any time," she grinned, squeezing his hand, before padding stealthily across the cluttered bedroom. Nervously Harry watched her

picking her way through the obstacle course that was Ron's room, each noise amplified in the stillness. He'd never noticed that that other

parts of the flooring creaked and groaned, each causing a lurch of the nerves currently surging in his stomach. She reached the wardrobe,

and turned back to him, mouthing the words,

"Which one?" 

She gesticulated at the floorboards in front of her, and pulled a face at him. Despite the gravity of the situation, Harry had to fight back a

laugh.

"On the left," he communicated silently with her. She nodded her understanding, and in a swirl of hair, reached out a tentative foot to

continue. Harry held his breath.

"And just what do you think you're doing young lady?" came a shocked voice, seemingly out of nowhere. Harry almost jumped out of

his skin and he heard Ginny give a surprised gasp. His heart was racing in his chest, as he looked around frantically for the speaker.

What was going to happen to them now? Although nothing untoward had happened between them, if felt like he had betrayed the

Weasley's trust, and that thought was not something Harry got any pleasure out of. Heart pounding, he glanced over at Ron, fearing the

worst, but felt a surge of relief to see that his best friend was still sleeping.

"Nothing," Ginny hissed back at the mirror. "Honestly. I'm just going."

"And so you should," the mirror said sharply. "Really, the things going on these days. It was only yesterday that your brother and…"

"Shhh!" Ginny pleaded with the mirror. "I'll go now. You can watch me."

Carefully, she stepped across the squeaking floorboard and continued her cautious journey. Passing by Ron's trunk and then reaching the

chest of drawers, Harry slowly began to grow more hopeful that she would make it. 

Suddenly there was a solid thump of a noise, and Ginny's face contorted in anguish. He could see her biting down on her lips to avoid

making a sound, but the tears flooded into her eyes. She stood on one leg and rubbed her stubbed big toe gingerly, moving slightly up

and down with the pain. A tiny whimper escaped her lips. It took all of Harry's self restraint not to leap out of bed and rush over to her.

Hobbling slightly, she moved awkwardly towards the door, reaching her hand for the doorknob. Slowly she twisted it: a gentle click and

the door swung towards her, creaking noisily. Ron groaned, shifted onto his side, muttering beneath his breath and shuffled back under

the covers. Ginny looked at Harry with tremulous eyes, and was about to take her final steps when something completely shattered the

silence of the room.

Pigwidgeon, flapped his wings noisily and began to hoot, as he enthusiastically bounced around inside his cage. 

"Will you shut up?" Ron yelled, half-sitting up to fling his pillow in the direction of the tiny owl. Ginny disappeared swiftly around the

door in a flurry of hair, and swung it shut behind her.

"It's just Pig again," Harry said loudly, to cover up the noise of Ginny's departure. He was feeling rather as if he'd been playing the most

gruelling Quidditch match of his career, and flopped back on his pillows in sheer relief. 

"Great," Ron said grumpily. "As long as I know who it is making this racket, that's all right then." Harry grinned to himself, and ran a

thoughtful hand over the still-warm spot where Ginny had been, sincerely hoping that she'd make it back past Hermione without being

detected. Pig continued to twitter, outraged by this treatment, and Ron finally growled in exasperation. "Harry?"

"Yeah?" Harry replied, shifting onto his side so he could see Ron.

"You're nearer," Ron said emphatically.

Harry groaned, and sat up intent on sorting Pigwidgeon out, one way or another. These early morning wake-up calls were always a bit of

a nuisance, and Harry, for one, was convinced that Pig had some cockerel genes in him somewhere.

"Not like that, you prat," Ron chuckled, sounding considerably more awake. "Make the most of your new-found talent as an adult

wizard. Try a silencing charm or something. Means you don't have to get out of bed." 

Harry grinned. He'd forgotten it was his birthday, never having really celebrated it in any shape or fashion with the Dursleys, but this one

was special. He could now use magic outside school. He grabbed his wand from beneath his bed and pointed it at the tiny owl.

"Tacitum."

Pig was instantly and effectively silenced, and it was only as he settled back in bed that it slowly dawned on Harry; he could have used

the same charm to help Ginny escape.

                                                           *****

Breakfast was even more chaotic than usual in the cramped Weasley kitchen. It was Saturday, and if Harry had expected things to be

calmer than a weekday, then he was very much mistaken.

"Molly, I've got to get into the office," Mr Weasley was saying frantically, fumbling as he buttoned his robes. "They need me to try and

smooth over last night." He broke off as he saw Harry and Ron emerging from the shadowy hallway. "Happy birthday, Harry," he said

smiling warmly at him, dark circles clearly visible beneath his eyes. "Sorry I can't stay, but I should be back later. I know there are some

interesting plans afoot for this evening."

"What's happened now, Dad?" Ron asked curiously.

"Same old story," his father sighed, grabbing a book from the dresser. "Some of our defences are down, and they just can't resist

showing off their power."

"Can we…?" Harry began, eager to at least do something.

"No," Mr Weasley responded slowly. "Thank you, Harry, but not just yet. Let's see how things go, shall we?"

"At least take some toast with you, Arthur," Mrs Weasley said, looking at him with concern. He smiled gratefully, and toast in hand he

Disapparated to the Ministry with a small pop.

Before the kitchen had had a chance to draw breath, Fred and George crashed noisily into the room, laughing uncontrollably about

something, and stopped immediately as they set eyes on Harry.

"It's the birthday boy," Fred said, grinning wickedly at George.

"Harry!" George exclaimed, sounding as delighted to see him as if Harry were a large sackful of Galleons. "We've got a little present for

you."

"Here you go," Fred grinned, pushing a small gift-wrapped box across the table.

"I'd advise against touching that," came Ginny's sleepy voice, as she trudged into the kitchen in an old chequered dressing gown of Ron's

and helped herself to toast and a mug of tea. "It'll only explode or something."

"Ginny!" George exclaimed, sounding rather hurt by the suggestion. "You know we only reserve such special treatment for our little

sister."

"So you're going to turn him green, then?" she laughed.

"Not green…" Fred said with an air of mystery.

"OK, then," Harry chuckled unable to resist. He grinned quickly over at Ginny. "Let's see what it is." He unwrapped the box and slowly

raised the lid. Sparkling fragments escaped, shooting into the air, and showering down on Harry like a form of fairy dust. Harry felt a

strange tingling sensation in his limbs, and an irresistible urge to get to his feet. His chair suddenly crashed over backwards, bouncing

slightly off the stone floor, and his feet began to perform a complicated tap dancing routine. Ron and Ginny burst out laughing, and after

a second or two, Harry joined in.

"Dancing Dust," Fred chuckled, watching Harry's feet perform a complex triple time-step. "Hey, you're good at that Harry."

"Stop off at the shop later, and you can have a real present," George remarked.

"The shop?" Harry echoed, shuffling more slowly as the magic began to wear off.

"Well, we thought it'd be nice to go to Diagon Alley," Hermione remarked, leaning unobserved against the doorframe. She grinned and

added, "Nice footwork, Harry."

The smell of bacon and eggs gradually faded from the cosy kitchen, and Harry enjoyed the chatter of the morning. Presents seemed to

engulf him, and he was a little embarrassed by the fuss. Hermione had got him his own copy of "Quirks with Quaffles," and Ron had

laughingly given him some Chudley Cannons socks, explaining that they were really to keep his sister's feet warm. Ginny, however,

pulled him into the living room when Ron and Hermione were getting ready for their trip to Diagon Alley.

"I did this for you," she said quietly, passing him a circular flat package. "I read about the idea in a Muggle book of Dad's, and got Ron

to do some magic on it for me. I thought it might help. "

He tore apart the bright purple wrapping quickly, and was intrigued to see something that looked like the finest silken spider's web

stretched across a circular hoop, beads and feathers suspended from it.

"What is it?" he asked curiously, revolving the object in his hands.

"The original idea is a Muggle dream catcher," Ginny explained, smiling gently up at him. "You hang it over your bed to keep good

thoughts near you when you're sleeping. The circle represents your life, and the hole in the centre there is to let the nightmares escape.

I've added a bit of magic to it, though." 

"What does that do?" Harry asked hugging her closely. 

"Keeps me right beside you when you're sleeping," she said, blushing rather pink, and biting her lip. "See those strands of hair? That's

right where the magic is."

"It's perfect," he said simply, noticing that the long wisps of hair were exactly the same shades of red as those running through her head.

"Thanks Ginny."

"Well, I think it's going to save more embarrassing moments," she chuckled wickedly. "I can't believe we fell asleep last night."

"I can't believe we didn't get caught," he said fervently.

                                                           *****

The day in Diagon Alley was a very pleasant one; and they eventually settled down to eat ice cream in the sunshine outside Florean

Fortescue's Ice-Cream Parlour. Despite being forcibly dragged away from Flourish and Blotts on more than one occasion, Hermione had

still managed to acquire two new books: "Dark Magic: A History," and "Advanced Astronomy."

"Honestly, I don't know why you've got these," Ron sighed, picking up the weighty history tome. "They're not even on the booklist for

next year."

"They look interesting," Hermione smiled at him, then her face quickly became more serious. "And with the way things are going, I

thought the Dark Arts one might be useful. The more we know about that side of things the better."

"Yeah, I suppose so," Ron agreed reluctantly, flicking through the pages. He laughed suddenly. "Hey, you're in this one, Harry!"

"Let me see," Ginny said, scrambling onto the chair beside her brother and vying for the volume. They tussled briefly for a few seconds,

and Ginny emerged victorious.

"Cheat!" Ron protested, still giggling from her tickles.

"Now where is it?" Ginny grinned, searching down the page with her finger. "Ah yes. 'Harry Potter, the sole known survivor of…'"

"Put it away," Harry interrupted her, groaning loudly and burying his head in his hands. 

"Just thank your lucky stars they don't know about you, Ginny."

"I suppose so," she said, closing the book a little unwillingly and passing it back to Hermione. "Good teasing material, though."

"We'd better get going," Hermione said, checking her watch. "It's after five and your mum will be worrying."

There was a murmur of reluctant agreement, and gathering together their assorted parcels and packages, they headed through to the

fireplace in the joke shop. Weasley's Wizard Wheezes was faring very well as a business, and the formally painted exterior of the shop

was rather deceptive. Upon setting foot within, you never quite knew what was going to happen next. Quills disintegrated in your hands

before you could use them, little piles of knuts turned you purple when you picked them up, and explosions regularly shook the little

shop violently. Crowds of small excited children were perpetually thronging in the shop, or grouping round the window, laughing at the

effects of Canary Creams and other such inventions. Sickles and Galleons changed hands rapidly.

Straightening up in The Burrow's hearth after a particularly unpleasant Floo Powder journey, Harry was stunned to see a distinctive

figure with a long white beard sitting at the kitchen table speaking seriously to Mr and Mrs Weasley. Albus Dumbledore, Headmaster of

Hogwarts, regarded the four of them with affection and nodded.

"Birthday greetings are in order, I believe, Harry," he said, his bright blue eyes twinkling the way they always did.

"P-Professor," Harry stammered.

"Why are you here?" Ron asked curiously, then blushed bright red. "Sorry," he muttered. "I didn't mean that to sound quite like that."

"Things have a habit of just coming out, I find," Dumbledore said, smiling at Ron. "I remember one of my students… Dear me, this

seems like such a long time ago… but I digress. Harry," he said calmly. "I need to speak with you about something, and Ginny, this

undoubtedly concerns you too."

Chapter Four: Revelations and Reactions

                                              "I could lie down like a tired child

                                                And weep away the life of care,

                                            Which I have borne and yet must bear."

                                       Percy Bysshe Shelley: "Stanzas written in Dejection, Near Naples"

                                                            *****

Harry exchanged puzzled glances with Ginny. He couldn't for an instant imagine what Dumbledore would need to talk to him about that

couldn't have waited until they returned to school at the beginning of September. Ginny looked equally perplexed, and with a slight shake

of her head, she wandered across the kitchen and put the kettle on the stove to boil. 

"Shall we get out of the way?" Ron asked after a short, rather awkward, pause.

"Yes dear," Mrs Weasley responded, sounding most unlike herself. "I think that might be best for now. I'm sure there's something you

can be getting on with."

"Come on then, Ron," Hermione urged, clearly struggling under the weight of the books in her arms. With a last glance back at Harry

and Ginny, they left the room, closing the door firmly behind them. There was silence.

"Anyone want a cup of tea?" Ginny asked, clattering nervously around with mugs and the teapot.

"Please," Harry answered, heading across to help her. Her hands shook as she lifted the teapot towards her, making the china lid clink

loudly against the solid roundness of the pot. The close oppressiveness of an impending thunderstorm made the tension worse.

"I think tea is an excellent idea," Dumbledore responded warmly, alleviating some of the worry Harry was feeling. He conjured a large

plate of chocolate biscuits out of nowhere, and let them drift slowly onto the table. He turned to Mr Weasley. "I do recommend these,

Arthur. They're based on a century old Muggle recipe. It really is fascinating what they can do without magic, isn't it?"

"Well, we can't have done anything too bad," Harry whispered in Ginny's ear, taking advantage of the conversation between the adults.

She smiled up at him and squeezed his hand.

"Unless chocolate biscuits are his idea of a final meal before execution," she replied in an undertone, pouring the boiling water onto the

tea leaves, and watching the clear liquid swirl into an amber nectar. "I don't know what it could be, Harry."

"Well, there was a bit of snogging in a few broom cupboards last term," he chuckled quietly, and she grinned back. "But I can't imagine

he'd come here about that. You don't think it could be something to do with Voldemort, do you?"

"But what?" she whispered, her brow furrowed in bewilderment. She turned and carried the tea things over to the table, settling down

opposite Dumbledore, with Harry sliding in beside her.

Harry looked curiously at his Headmaster. Dumbledore was looking older than Harry had ever seen him, the flowing white hair and

beard shone in the fragments of evening sunlight that penetrated the overcast sky, but that was the liveliest bit about him. The bright blue

eyes showed evidence of weariness behind their genial glint, and it was obvious that the recent struggles were taking their toll; wrinkles

had deepened on that learned face.

"Now Harry," Dumbledore began gently. Harry gripped his tea cup a little more tightly wondering what was coming. "There are a few

things we need to talk about today; things which I fear you have been wondering about for quite some time, and for which I have, until

now, offered you no explanation. Now that you are an adult wizard, I feel that this is the time, for you need to know everything so that

you can prepare yourself for what is to come. Unless you have any objections, I would suggest that Mr and Mrs Weasley stay for this."

Harry exhaled slowly and nodded. So this was what Dumbledore wanted. There had always been a lot of unanswered questions, things

that had never quite fitted together, to do with his parents, Voldemort and his own survival as a baby. He had learned pieces of

information as he had grown older, but the jigsaw had never fitted together.

"I want to know," he said with determination, looking straight at Dumbledore. He felt Ginny's hand slide into his own, their fingers

interlocking firmly. He smiled. With Ginny he could face anything, whatever the truth may be.

"Very well," Dumbledore said, sounding grave. "I think the place we need to begin is the evening your parents died, Harry. You

remember parts of that event, of course."

"Yes," Harry responded, gripping Ginny's hand a little more tightly. "When the Dementors were at Hogwarts back in the third year, I

heard it. My… my dad tried to hold off Voldemort, to give my mum a chance to escape with me, but… but she didn't. I remember her

screaming at him, begging him to kill her and not me. That was the worst bit with the Dementors, you know. Just listening to…" He

broke off, and lifted a trembling mug to his mouth, feeling the warming liquid spread through him.

"That's right," Dumbledore said gently. "Voldemort had been seeking out your family for quite some time, Harry. We were all aware of

that, which is how I came to suggest the Fidelius Charm. Of course, Lily was never in direct danger, but she'd have never left you or

James, and that charm seemed to be the best way to proceed with Sirius as Secret Keeper."

"Yes, I remember you telling me this," Harry said. "I know my mum died to save me."

" She did it because Voldemort was after you," Dumbledore reminded him gently.

"But why?" Harry thudded his cup back down on the table and stared at Dumbledore. "I was only fifteen months old. What could I have

done against a wizard as powerful as that?"

"I think we all know what you did do to him at that age," Dumbledore responded, a small twinkle appearing in his eye again. "None of us

were expecting that to occur. What we did know, was that as James' son, you were likely to provide a threat to Voldemort's ascent to

power."

"I was?" Harry was feeling more and more bewildered by the second. A low rumble of thunder reverberated ominously around the

stillness of the room, the clouds hanging heavier and darker still. Mrs Weasley silently got to her feet and began to light some candles

with whispered spells.

"Yes, Harry," Dumbledore continued, in that same low tone. "You see, your father was very much fulfilling his destiny with what he did.

You know about Aurors, and what they do, but James was far more than that. Far more. Have you ever come across the idea of

Truitinae Bonitas in your studies?" Harry shook his head, listening intently. "It is not a common thing, in fact it is extremely rare and the

sign of a very powerful wizard. The Potter line is the only one that remains as far as I am aware. It is a gift or a curse, depending on how

you look at it, Harry. It must begin with someone who is born in that unique second of time when the planets are in perfect equilibrium,

the point where everything hangs in the balance. Good and evil, life and death are all there as one. The person born at this pinpoint of

eternity has the ability to dramatically alter these ultimate balances in the way they choose. This happened many generations back in your

family, and has been handed down magically from father to son since, picking up impetus and strength as it has gone on. Your father

chose to fight for the good, against the Death Eaters, their rise to power and what they intended on doing to our world."

"So that's why he died," Harry whispered, sensing Ginny's hand clutching his more tightly.

"That was part of the reason," Dumbledore said gently. "He needed to kill your father so that his power could increase without the

threat. Without James, his path to domination was virtually unchecked."

"Then why does he want Harry dead too?" Ginny asked curiously. "Are you saying that this is somehow handed down to him now?"

"I suppose I am," Dumbledore smiled at her genially. "It's certainly there in the balance of planets when he was born, and if Harry

actually did his Divination homework rather than inventing it, he would have seen it in his birth chart." He paused, and Harry blushed

under the sparkling amusement of his gaze. "Generations of the Potter family have been fighting for the good, and whether he realises it

or not, Harry has been too. Think about it Harry. You should be able to recognise within yourself the need to strive for what is right, to

protect things at all costs. You've done it over and over again: going to save the Philosopher's Stone from Quirrell, protecting Ginny with

your life on more than one occasion, the battles against Voldemort you've gone through in recent years. He recognises this power in you,

and that is why he never seems to leave you alone. The longer he leaves it, the more powerful a wizard you will be." 

"Well, that explains a lot," Harry said, his mind reeling with all the information. "I-I don't know what to say." He looked at Dumbledore,

a sea of emotions swirling around inside him. "What am I meant to do about this?"

"You could ignore it," Dumbledore said, looking steadily at him. "Or you could rise to its challenges. The decision there is yours, and

yours alone. One other thing you do need to know, however, is the existence of an archaic prophecy, which states that the fall of the

Dark Lord will come about through one of the Potter line. That also would have been a contributing factor in what happened sixteen

years ago."

"Right," Harry said vaguely, reflecting through what Dumbledore had said. "You mean, it really is down to me?"

"It's not all on your shoulders, Harry, but yes, the time will come when you will need to face Voldemort for a final conflict. I suspect

you've always known that would happen."

"Yes, we know that," Ginny said softly, and Harry saw her dark brown eyes take on a haunted expression. He slid his arm comfortingly

around her, oblivious to her parents higher up the table.

"I do, however, expect you to finish school first," Dumbledore said, his blue eyes penetrating deeply into Harry's. "Things are getting

worse, I don't intend to conceal that from you, but further practise in Defence Against the Dark Arts can only be a good thing."

The rain began falling steadily, dripping against the window panes accompanied by the low growl of the thunder from beyond the distant

hills. Harry stared at the window opposite, watching a solitary droplet trace its way, wriggling this way and that, as it slipped and slid

towards the sill. It merged with another questing on its journey and both plummeted downward to their doom at far greater speed.

"So what now?" Harry asked, feeling slightly restless. "I can't just sit here and do nothing."

"No," Dumbledore agreed. He hesitated slightly for a moment, and looked steadily at them before he continued. "There is one other thing

I would like you both to consider."

"What?" Harry asked eagerly.

"Harry, you know there is the possibility that you may not survive this," Dumbledore said quietly. Harry nodded. He had faced up to that

particular nightmare a long time ago. "And yet the Clairmoon Prophecy indicates quite clearly that Voldemort can only be truly brought

from power by you, or one of your family."

"Well, I'm the last surviving Potter," Harry said, frowning slightly. "So I suppose that'd mean I'm going to be the one to do it. Wouldn't

it?"

"Not necessarily," Dumbledore said gravely. "And if he kills you, then there is not much hope for the future. Which is why, I fear, I must

offer this suggestion to you." He paused and sighed heavily before continuing. "I would like you and Ginny to consider whether or not

you would extend the Potter line in the reasonably near future."

Harry felt like he had been punched in the stomach and winded. Had Dumbledore really just suggested that they...? He must have

misheard. Surely he had. A baby? No. No, definitely not. It couldn't be. There was a horrified gasp from Mrs Weasley further along the

table, and Harry glanced quickly towards them. Mr Weasley's face was impassive and grey as he watched Dumbledore carefully, Mrs

Weasley was brightly flushed and looked rather as if she were about to burst into tears at any second.

"Albus, you can't be serious," Mr Weasley said at last, his voice croaking considerably more than usual. "Ginny's not even seventeen

until October. They've got school and…"

"Unfortunately I am very serious," Dumbledore said gently. "Arrangements can be made at school. You know what it's like out there

now, Arthur. Can you see any other way?"

"It's ridiculous," Mrs Weasley burst out furiously. "They're only children themselves. How on earth can you expect…?"

"Molly," Dumbledore interrupted firmly. "You know as well as I do, that neither of them have been living a typical childhood for quite

some years now. Look at what they've been through together, or do I need to remind you? That enchanted diary, Ginny almost being

killed by the Avada Kedavara, and everything that went on last year."

Mrs Weasley winced at the remembrance.

"I know we have a lot to thank Harry for," she said very emotionally. "And he's like one of our own now, but this just isn't fair on them.

You can't ask them to do this. I won't allow it. There is absolutely no way…"

"I think that's for them to decide," he responded quietly. "We know how they feel about each other, and I think that will give them the

strength to carry them through. Both have shown time and time again that they are prepared to give their life to keep the other safe.

Ginny, if you remember, performed that charm when she was only just fifteen, magically binding herself to Harry for life. That

commitment is even stronger now."

"When you've quite finished analysing our feelings," Harry burst out furiously, making all three adults look at him in surprise. He couldn't

believe that they were even discussing something as outlandish as this. It was some form of nightmare; it had to be. "This is just… I

don't know." He looked at Ginny for some sort of support, and found her staring transfixed at a knot on the wooden table, her hair

falling from over her shoulders to conceal her face. Wildly he glanced at Dumbledore, confusion flooding through him. He had always

trusted Dumbledore's judgement, but this was so out of the blue, and so shocking, he didn't know what to think. "How can you expect

us to?" he asked, feeling as if he were being torn apart. "I mean, we've never… we've not done anything… I mean…No!" He vented a

frustrated exclamation and ran his hands through his already untidy hair.

The rain lashed ever more fiercely at the windows in the tense silence that followed. Harry put his arm protectively back round Ginny,

trying to shield her from some of the hurt and confusion that he was feeling and found her unyielding to his touch, sitting in the same

position, quite stiffly.

"Gin?" he whispered fearfully, but received no response.

"I believe I'm right in saying that you have been making a bit of an inventory of the Hogwarts broom cupboards," Dumbledore said,

smiling at Harry. "That would imply that you are not entirely opposed to…"

"That's entirely different, and you know it," Mrs Weasley interrupted fiercely. "Arthur and I were rather fond of the one by the Charms

classrooms on the fourth floor, when we were there, but that doesn't mean anything."

Had things been different, Harry would have been exchanging amused glances with Ginny at this revelation, but as things stood, the

comment was barely noted. Harry regarded Ginny's barrier of hair, wondering what he could do. This whole thing was just hurting her,

and he had to stop that, whatever it took.

"Albus," Mr Weasley said, looking more strained than ever. "How do you expect two teenagers to manage something like this? Not to

mention their schooling, there's also the threat from outside. What sort of danger would this put Ginny in?"

"Don't talk about me as if I'm not here," Ginny yelled suddenly, leaping to her feet and slamming her chair back heavily into the dresser.

Harry watched her in amazement. He had never seen her like this. She was totally white, eyes glittering as she trembled with either rage

or fear, or perhaps a combination of the two. "I mean, what is this? Everyone else is sitting here so comfortably with chocolate biscuits,

arguing about how my life is going to be? To listen to everything I've ever dreamed about turned upside down in one fell swoop?" She

turned to Dumbledore, fury beginning to boil over. "I dare say you'd argue that it's only bringing the natural course of events forward a

year or two, and you might well be right, but I'll tell you what: I want to do things my way. I am sick of having my life dictated by

Voldemort. We have never been able to do normal stuff, and now you're saying we never will. I can't… I won't…"

To Harry's horror, she broke off, and raising her hand to her mouth she flew to the door, in a whirl of hair and dress and fled outside

into the storm. The door banged shut behind her, leaving a startled silence in the kitchen.

"It's after the curfew," Mrs Weasley gasped, clearly distressed. "Oh Arthur! Anything could happen."

"I know where she'll have gone," Harry started to his feet and dashed over to the door, grabbing a random sweater for Ginny from the

back of a chair as he passed by. "I'll get her back as fast as I can," he shouted, heading quickly out into the rainy darkness of the night.

                                                          Chapter 5
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Chapter 5: To Weather the Storm

                                      "Turn, Fortune, turn thy wheel and lower the proud;

                                      Turn thy wild wheel thro' sunshine, storm and cloud."

                                                 Alfred, Lord Tennyson: "Enid's Song"

"Ginny?" he yelled into the darkness of the night. "Ginny?" His cry was smothered, obscured by a low rumble of thunder, creeping ever

closer to the Burrow. Even before his eyes had become accustomed to the darkness around him, he was pelting across the garden at full

speed, rain spattering against his face and waking him to the chilling reality of the situation. He ducked quickly to avoid a low branch of

the beech tree that suddenly loomed into view and turned sharply to the right, stumbling over a patch of uneven ground to reach the

fence.

Clambering over into the meadow, he clutched the sweater in his hand more tightly. Ginny would need it when he found her, the light

summer frock she was wearing would be little protection against rain like this. He shook off the droplets that were congregating on his

own nose and tore his way through the tangling grasses in the meadow. He could barely believe that it was only yesterday that he had

come this way with her, hand in hand and laughing uproariously about being thrown in the river. This bombshell tonight had changed

everything. It had shattered their world.

A fluttering of light coloured cotton appeared in the moonlight, not too far ahead, near the blackened silhouette of the gnarled oak tree on

the ridge.

"Ginny!" he shouted with every bit of breath he had left. He was gaining on her. Heart hammering against his ribs and lungs aching with

effort, he raced on, desperate to catch her. She paused and turned, and he could just make out the paleness her face through the driving

rain.

"Leave me alone!" she screamed at him, sounding almost on the verge of tears. She swung round again and ran on. Harry reached

forwards, and his skill as one of the best Seekers Hogwarts had ever known came into play, as he securely caught her hand within his.

"Ginny, please," he begged, hauling her to a standstill before the steep drop down to the river.

"Let me go!" she growled at him, emphasizing each and every syllable, whilst her eyes glittered furiously at him through the darkness.

Harry's breath tore out of him in little ragged bursts as he stared at her, almost as if he had never seen her before. Ginny's temper was

legendary within the Weasley family for its savagery, and although Harry had witnessed it on a couple of occasions, it had never yet been

directed at him.

"No," he said firmly, looking straight at her. Whatever she might think of him now there was absolutely no way he was going to let her

run off into the night when Death Eaters might be around. He'd carry her kicking and screaming back to The Burrow if he had to, and

looking at her expression of rage, Harry suddenly realised that this was a real possibility.

"Harry, I mean it," she shouted, wriggling her hand to escape his grasp. The rain was relentless, soaking them both. Ginny's bare arms

shone in the moonlight as the water trickled down them.

"Ginny, I'll let go if you stay," Harry said, offering her the sweater with his free hand.

"Give me one good reason why I should," she snapped, snatching the jumper out of his hand and flinging it aside. "One reason why I

should stay, Harry? Just one."

"I'll give you two reasons," he said quietly, stooping to retrieve the item. "The first one is there might be Death Eaters around, and I don't

want you to go through that again. The other reason is that, whatever you might think of me, I really do love you."

In the silence that followed, he pulled her gently underneath the heavy canopy of the oak tree, where it was still slightly sheltered from

the rain. Fire still blazed from her eyes, and he reluctantly released her.

"Oh thank you so much," she retorted, voice dripping with sarcasm as she rubbed some life back into her wrist. "I do so enjoy being

treated as a possession, to be thrown around as you see fit."

"Gin, there is absolutely no way…" he began, desperately trying to placate her. He reached out to try and soothe her, but she jerked

away from him.

"Don't," she spat at him. He watched the emotions tempestuously crossing her brown eyes, wishing with all his might that he knew what

to do, or what to say to her. "I suppose you think he's right."

"I don't know what to think anymore," Harry exclaimed, sinking down onto a nearby tree root and running his hands through his damp

hair. "I just want this to stop. I want things to go back to being like they were a few hours ago, Ginny. I can't bear this…" He felt the

vaguely familiar constricting sensation of a lump forming in his throat and stared out over the darkness of the valley, a series of cold

droplets shivering from the tree down his neck. The lights of Ottery St. Catchpole twinkled warmly through the gloom, far out along the

riverbank, but up on the ridge it was cold and exposed, with nowhere to turn for comfort.

"A baby, Harry," her voice rose with passion once more. "You heard him. He seriously expects us to do that. After everything we've

been through, he still wants more. It can't be the only way. It just can't be." There was a slight quaver of desperation in her voice, which

made Harry glance back up at her. She looked so much younger than her sixteen years and seemed suddenly so vulnerable. "Why can't

we have a normal life like everyone else? Why has Voldemort got to spoil every last thing we do? Why Harry? Why?"

To his amazement, she burst into uncharacteristic floods of tears and collapsed into his arms, sobbing uncontrollably.

"Ginny," he exclaimed, gathering her tightly to him. "Shhh! It's OK." He rocked her gently, trying to stem the tide of emotions that

threatened to engulf them both. Each shuddering cry tore at his heart, encompassing him with a sense of guilt. He smoothed her wet hair

away from her face, and talked softly of a loving nothingness to her, waiting for the storm to subside.

At last the tears ceased, and her cries became little hiccupping sobs. She stretched her arms up around his neck, and nuzzled her head in

there.

"Sorry," she choked, shaking still in his embrace. 

"Gin, you've got nothing to be sorry for," he asserted quickly. "You didn't ask for any of this to happen."

"I shouldn't have lost my temper with you like that," she gulped, struggling to control her feelings. "It's hardly your fault. I knew from the

start what being in your life would be like, and… and…"

"Neither of us could have predicted what Dumbledore's just asked," Harry said grimly. "Ginny, look at me." She shook her head and

burrowed further into the security of his body. "Please," he said, gently lifting her gaze to his. Her face was swollen and stained by the

tears that had flowed torrentially over its contours, the darkness of her eyes awash with a multitude of naked emotions in the paleness of

the light. "Ginny," he whispered. "I promise you, no one is going to force us into anything. Not now, not ever." A weak ghost of a smile

twitched at the corner of her mouth, and impulsively he hugged her tightly. "We'll be all right."

"Will we?" her voice wobbled uncertainly with the question.

"I hope so," he heaved a heavy sigh. "As long as I don't lose you, I can stand up to pretty much everything Voldemort wants to throw at

me."

"We'll face him together, the same as we always have," she said, blinking back the tears that shone in the moonlight.

Silence fell between them. The rain had steadied to a lighter drizzle, but they were both so wet it barely mattered. They clung together,

desperately seeking refuge from the real world. Ginny shivered suddenly.

"You're cold," he said, anxiously.

"I'm fine," she said, rather unconvincingly. She took a deep breath before continuing, "I don't think I could face… I can't go back up

there. Not yet."

"I know," Harry said, understanding completely what they would walk in to back at The Burrow. "But they're going to be worried about

us out here, and if we're much longer, I think there'll be a rescue party heading after us."

"A few more minutes?" she pleaded. "Just to… you know."

Harry stretched out an arm for the sodden discarded sweater and pointed his wand at it.

"I've never tried this before," he smiled at her. "Knowing my luck, I'll end up setting it on fire, rather than drying it out. Another excuse

for one of your brothers to kill me." She gave a wobbly giggle, and watched him cast the spell. "Put it on," he urged her. She nodded,

and wriggled into the giant sweater.

"Percy's," she said regarding the clothing with the air of a wine connoisseur, before pulling her damp hair through the neck. Harry

chuckled at the sight. The sweater fell almost to her knees, covering all but the very hem of her dress, and the sleeves hung miles below

her hands. "You've done a good job," she smiled, wrinkling her nose at him. "Nice and warm, and only smells slightly singed."

"Hey!" he objected, grabbing hold of her, and pulling her onto his lap. "Say that again." His hands poised themselves to tickle her, but

she shook her head.

"Hold me," she whispered, the hurt still evident in the darkness of her eyes. Harry needed no second bidding.

The moon shone down, its brightness echoed on the river, reflection distorted by the mist of rain that still tumbled down on the scene.

He heard Ginny catch her breath, and she pointed out over the valley. What seemed to be a small white version of a rainbow reached up

above the water, arching through the night sky with a fragile beauty. Harry looked at it in amazement; the monochrome bow shone

gently, reminding him of the colour and purity of a unicorn.

"A moonlight rainbow," she whispered, getting to her feet without tearing her eyes from the scene. "I've only ever seen this once before."

"It's incredible," he agreed, moving towards her. "Ginny?"

"Yes?" she turned around to face him, the moonlight magically shimmering behind her.

"I'm sorry for all this," he said, still feeling unbearably guilty. 

"I know," she said softly, reaching up to kiss him. "No matter what your background's going to throw at us next, I'll always love you,

Harry."

                                                           *****

They slipped through the kitchen door into the warmth of The Burrow. The candles flickered brightly in the sudden draft from the door,

and the kettle was whistling to the boil on the stove. Harry wrapped his arm protectively around Ginny, causing her to look up at him and

smile.

"We're back," he said nervously. There was a sudden shriek of relief, as Mrs Weasley laid eyes on them and would have rushed across

the kitchen to hug them, had it not been for Mr Weasley's restraining hand on her arm.

"Give them a chance, Molly," he said gently. "They've had even more of a shock with this than we have."

"Where's Dumbledore?" Harry asked, as his eyes scanned the kitchen. He felt Ginny tense under his arm.

"Gone back to Hogwarts," Mrs Weasley said, with a disparaging sniff. "He said if you needed to ask him anything, you should go

through, but otherwise he'd talk to you on the first day of term. Honestly, I've always had the utmost respect for that man, but he's really

gone too far this time. I don't know what he was thinking of…"

"Molly," Mr Weasley said warningly. Cups of tea were magically whisked across the kitchen, and landed heavily on the scrubbed

wooden table, splashing the hot liquid everywhere in her anger.

"No, I won't be shushed," she said furiously. "The whole idea is completely ridiculous, and there's no reason to put either of them

through something like this."

"Go and get out of those wet clothes," Mr Weasley said kindly to Harry and Ginny, who were still hovering beside the door. "We'll talk

more later."

"Dad," Ginny said, choking back the tears again. "I just want to go to bed. I can't take any more of this tonight."

"We can talk tomorrow, can't we?" Harry asked, feeling a similar desperation for time alone to think things through. Then an unpleasant

thought struck him. "Do the others know about this yet?"

"No," Mr Weasley said, shooting a quick glance at his wife. "They know something is wrong, but we haven't told them why Dumbledore

was here. Obviously we will need to include them at some point, but not right now; it's not going to help the situation if more people get

upset tonight."

"Thanks Dad," a flicker of a smile crossed Ginny's face, as she crossed the room to hug him. 

"Oh Ginny," he sighed, hugging her tightly. He picked up her left hand and carefully examined the silvery scar zigzagging across the

inside of her wrist with a very serious expression. "I wish I had a simple answer for you that would put everything right," he said heavily.

"I remember when you were born, Gin, feeling the real wonder of finally having a little girl after all of your brothers, and I promised you,

there and then, that I'd look after you. Sometimes it feels like I don't do a very good job at keeping that promise."

"You do, Dad," she protested. "It's like the diary. You always told me never to trust something if you can't see where it keeps its brains,

and it was me who didn't listen to you." A glimmer of her impish grin appeared on her face as she added, "But I suppose you never told

me that I shouldn't fall in love with Harry, so maybe I can blame you for this."

"Nice try," her father chuckled, kissing her forehead. "I know better than to get involved between you and Harry. Now have something

warm to drink and get yourself off to bed."

"Hot milk," Mrs Weasley said briskly, and Ginny pulled a face of disgust. "It'll help you sleep, otherwise you'll be awake worrying all

night. You too," she added sternly, looking at Harry, who didn't dare argue for once.

Steaming mugs of milk in hand, they left the kitchen, and pulled the door shut behind them. Ginny raised a finger to her lips, and moved

to a dark corner of the hallway, where a green leafy plant with drooping leaves resided on top of a wooden trestle. The plant looked

slightly the worse for wear, and Harry soon realised why. Ginny's hot milk was swiftly administered to the ailing shrub, and the foliage

seemed to wilt a bit more before his very eyes.

"Don't worry," she grinned. "It's either the plant or me that has to suffer, and I reckon it's in a better state than I am right now. It's been

getting hot milk for years and I haven't killed it yet."

Harry was just about to open his mouth to reply, when the raised voices of Mr and Mrs Weasley drifted through the door, pinning them

to the spot.

"We can't hide from the truth of this Molly, however hard it's going to be on those two. Dumbledore's right; the whole world as we

know it could come crashing down at any second, and things are definitely getting worse with every day that goes by."

"They're far too young," Mrs Weasley replied firmly. "Even supposing Dumbledore has a point about Harry's background, Ginny's still

only sixteen. Another year or two, and maybe then it wouldn't be so bad."

"She'll be seventeen in a couple of months," Mr Weasley said in a flat tone. "An adult wizard, more than capable of making her own

decisions, as if she'd ever let us forget it. I hate to say this, but I don't think we've got long left, and unless they act on Dumbledore's

suggestion quickly, it's going to be too late. Yes, I agree, they're young, and this is nowhere near the way I always pictured things

working out for her, but don't forget, we were still teenagers when we had Bill, and he turned out all right."

"Yes, but we'd finished school," Mrs Weasley retaliated angrily. "I can't believe you're taking this so calmly Arthur. Anyone would think

you wanted them to go ahead with this."

"Look at them," he said gently. "Molly, you've seen the two of them together, and how devoted they are to each other. Ginny did that

charm for Harry, and he's almost died trying to protect her. If anyone can cope with something like this, it's those two."

Mrs Weasley's voice softened as she said, "Oh Arthur, I don't know. She's still our baby, and I don't want her getting dragged into this

battle with You Know Who."

Chapter 6: The Calm After The Storm

                                          "Love in her sunny eyes doth basking play;

                                           Love walks the pleasant mazes of her hair;

                                            Love does on both her lips forever stray,

                                         And sows and reaps a thousand kisses there."

                                                  Abraham Cowley: "The Change."

Bright morning light penetrated the luminous orange of Ron's bedroom making Harry groan and bury his head back under the covers.

There hadn't been much sleep last night, mainly because his mind had been far too active in ranging over the various possibilities and

consequences of what had been suggested. He had turned this way and that, wondering about what could happen to them, and unable to

settle to sleep at all. After much grumbling, Ron had finally threatened to hex him if he didn't keep still, and so Harry had remained flat

on his back for quite some time, analysing a crack which ran across the ceiling, and forked into two by the window. It was quite a relief

at one o' clock in the morning to feel a pair of cold feet wriggling into bed beside him. Ginny hadn't been able to sleep either, and Harry

couldn't ever remember having been so grateful to see her.

They hadn't talked much, just a few hushed whispers, but there was real comfort derived from simply being together, watching through

the night and waiting for the morning to come. It felt so right to be there with her like that, Harry had reflected, as he kissed the top of

her head, and felt her shuffle contentedly against him. However, it couldn't last. She had disappeared back to her own room at the first

glow of dawn, leaving him to brood alone, finally falling into very restless dreams.

Gradually opening his eyes again, Harry winced at the light he encountered, and felt rather as if he'd fought ten rounds with a mountain

troll. Every bone in his body ached with exhaustion, but he reached for his glasses and glanced at his watch, grateful for the unusual

silence in The Burrow. He sat bolt upright with a seamless movement, and before he realised what he was doing, he was out of bed.

How could he have overslept so badly? Why hadn't Ron woken him? He hurriedly flung on some clothes, and dashed down the stairs.

Pausing briefly in the darkness of the hallway beyond the kitchen, he wondered what he would find when he stepped over the threshold.

He had never intended Ginny to face the rest of her family on her own, and the sight of the jaundiced long-suffering plant on the trestle

did nothing to soothe his nerves. A leaf tumbled from the frail stem and drifted down to the floor, eddying slightly in the breeze from the

landing window. He took a deep breath to steady his churning stomach, and opened the kitchen door.

"At last!" Hermione's cheerful voice accosted him at once. "We thought you were going to sleep all day. Ginny's even worse; she's still

not out of bed. What have the two of you been up to?"

"Ginny's sleeping?" Harry asked anxiously.

"Well, unless she's pretending so she can sneak out and steal our socks," Ron laughed. "I don't see her anywhere around here, do you?"

And he proceeded to carry out an elaborate pantomime of investigating increasingly ridiculous places, searching for his sister. "Not under

here either," he remarked, replacing the lid on the butter dish. Harry gave a hollow laugh, and moved to look out of the window across

the rambling garden.

"What's wrong, Harry?" Hermione asked gently, a frown furrowing her brow.

"I'll bet he's had a row with Ginny," Ron chuckled. "What have you done to her now, Harry?"

"No, it can't be that," Hermione said quickly. "Everything was fine until… until we got back here from Diagon Alley. Harry!" she

exclaimed suddenly, "What did Dumbledore want?"

"To talk to me about Voldemort," Harry explained carefully, watching Ron flinch at the name. 

"What about him?" Hermione prompted urgently. "Do you know more about what's going on?"

"Sort of," Harry replied, feeling very awkward. "Hermione, can we talk about something else please?"

"What's all this got to do with Ginny?" Ron asked curiously. "Dumbledore said it involved her too. Come on, Harry. You can tell us."

"Not yet," Harry said, sounding a lot more certain than he felt. 

"What?" Ron burst out incredulously. "Why not?"

"Just leave it, Ron!" Harry found himself yelling, and turned to leave the room, almost colliding with Mrs Weasley in the doorway. He

glanced down, rather sheepishly at her, and was relieved to see her smile.

"Ah, there you are, Harry dear," she said. "Just the person. Can you take some breakfast up to Ginny for me, please? I dare say you'll be

wanting some too." She turned to Ron and Hermione and added, "And as for you two, I have some errands that need running. Now

where did I put that list?"

Harry hurried back up the stairs to the landing outside Ginny's room. He wrestled with the tray, slopping hot tea everywhere, and

eventually gave up and put it on the floor so that he could knock on her door.

"Come in, Harry," her voice laughed from within, and he twisted the doorknob and stuck his head round.

He'd only ever been in Ginny's room on two previous occasions, and a greater contrast to Ron's was difficult to imagine. This room, by

virtue of being a floor lower, didn't have a sloping ceiling that you cracked your head off at periodic intervals, and although it faced the

drive at the front of The Burrow, rather than the southerly garden, plenty of light still streamed in through the two partially opened sash

windows. There was something very feminine about the place, the scent of flowers, or perhaps the pastel walls or fabric; Harry wasn't

sure, but whatever it was, it was distinctively Ginny. She swung round from the mirror to face him.

"I come in peace," he said gravely, offering her his new Chudley Cannons socks and making her giggle. He paused for a second, still

worried about her, but then grinned. 

"OK, it's time to confess; how did you know it was me? I can't believe my footsteps are so distinctive."

"Well, I'd probably have guessed it was you from the way you came up the stairs," she smiled, eyes twinkling up at him. "But the thing

that really gave it away was when you knocked on the door. All my brothers have a tendency to just barge in."

"I guess that would be a dead giveaway," he chuckled, bringing the tray in from the landing, putting it down on her desk and then

collapsing on her bed. "Maybe I'll have to start doing that as well."

"You dare," she chuckled, pulling a brush energetically through her long hair, tugging impatiently at the knotted bits, and sending the

spectrum of reds whirling around her, bouncing in the light. 

"Are you all right?" he asked her tentatively, as she turned towards him again. She regarded him seriously for a moment, and smiled.

"Yes, I think I am," she said, sounding slightly surprised with herself. She flopped backwards on the bed beside him, her hair swirling

across the lilac bedspread like a flame. Harry propped himself up on his elbow to look at her.

"You never cease to amaze me, Ginny Weasley," he said, leaning over to kiss her. "How do you do it?"

"You're too easily surprised?" she teased, and squirmed away from his tickling hands. 

"OK, OK," she giggled, holding out her hands in a gesture of surrender. "I just got to thinking, that's all."

"Must have been a strain," Harry laughed. "Don't overdo it, Gin."

"No, seriously, Harry," she said, her soft brown eyes looking deeply into his own. "I don't actually think things are as bad as all that."

"What?" Harry said incredulously. "Out there with Voldemort, you mean? It sounds pretty desperate to me."

"I know that's bad," she admitted, pushing her hair back out of her eyes. "I meant about the baby. We do actually have a choice, which

is better than I thought last night."

"I still have no idea what to make about all this," Harry confessed, pulling a face at her. 

"I'm terrified about both options, to tell you the truth." He lifted a strand of her hair and wound the coppery shades thoughtfully around

his finger. "Just the thought of anything happening to you…"

"Or you," she responded gently, reaching her hand to his cheek. He saw a flicker of the emotion from the storm cross her features as she

added, "He's coming for you, isn't he?"

"Yes," Harry replied, feeling his insides twisting into knots as he watched the pain in her eyes. "It doesn't sound like we've got long to

wait either."

"Everything's changing," she said, biting her lip. "Our relationship always felt like it was the steadiest thing in the world to hang on to, but

Dumbledore's shaken that around so much with this baby idea, I hardly know where I am."

"Right here, with me," Harry said, holding her tightly to him. "Whatever happens, Gin, we'll work through it together, I promise."

"Oh Harry," she sighed, kissing him gently. "This isn't quite the future we were talking about the other day, is it? I'd always thought we'd

finish school, work for a few years and then maybe settle down. I could picture us having a wedding like some of these Muggle poems

talk about, and then getting round to having a family. This all seems to be the wrong way round, somehow. Where did that fairytale

disappear to?"

"Let's do it the way you'd dreamed," Harry said quietly. "Ginny, we can say no to this, and try to get things back to normal. The only

thing I know for certain right now is that my future is bound to yours, for however long we've got together." He reached for her left wrist

and silently traced the scar across it, and when he looked up at her, he was alarmed to see her eyes filled with tears. "Gin?"

"Sorry," she said, then laughed a little shakily. "You'd think I'd be all cried out by now, wouldn't you?" 

"No," he shook his head and smiled wryly at her. "I feel like joining in and howling my head off, to be perfectly honest. This is awful,

isn't it?"

Ginny swung her legs to the floor and sat up on the edge of the bed, her head in her hands, and hair falling all around her. Harry heard a

deep breath, then another, before she turned to face him.

"We need to talk this through properly, Harry," she said, with a flash of her usual Weasley determination. "Every single option, and no

hiding from any of the consequences. At the end of the day, we need to be certain that whatever we decide is right. I don't want to look

back on this and regret the decision either way."

"OK," Harry agreed slowly, taking her hands in his. "Well, Dumbledore suggested that we have this baby because Voldemort's winning

the war."

"I can't imagine what it would be like if he did take over," Ginny said, paling considerably. "It's already bad enough, and some of the

people he's killed…"

"Great world to bring a baby into," Harry remarked grimly. "And just think of what we'll be asking of him if Voldemort does finally

achieve what he's been trying to do to me since I was a year old. How can anyone live up to those expectations?"

"You're managing," Ginny smiled up at him.

"Yeah, but only just," he smiled ruefully back. "You know what scares me more than anything else about this?" He paused and she

shook her head. "By the way Dumbledore was talking, it would make sense if he'd said the same thing to my mum and dad, and look

what happened there. What happens if… Ginny, what's stopping the whole thing from happening all over again? History repeating itself,

but this time with you and me."

"It might," she said slowly, cuddling into him. "But just think for a second what would happen if we don't have the baby. It'll be easier

now, and I'll never deny that, but Voldemort's out there, Harry. The things he's doing are…" she broke off and swallowed. 

"If we can stop him like this, I really think we've got to try."

"I might be lucky again, and survive, in which case, why bother having the baby?"

"Because we want to?" she suggested softly, clutching his hands tighter. Harry forgot to breathe.

"W-What?" he gasped. "But you said…"

"Harry, we'd have come to this point sooner or later anyway," she said honestly. "I know it's not the perfect romantic way of doing

things, but it's still with you." She grinned suddenly. "I'd prefer to be cast out to eat thistles with you, than to be having a five course

feast without you."

"But you should be having the banquet," Harry insisted vehemently. "You deserve it, Ginny."

"That doesn't matter to me, and you know it doesn't," she said simply. "The fact remains that we love each other, and that seems to me

to be a pretty solid basis on which to start a family."

Harry swallowed.

"You're serious?" he managed to say, in very strangled tones. "I know I said I wanted that one day, but I wasn't expecting that day to

arrive quite so soon."

"Me neither," Ginny replied. "I know everyone will say we're too young, but with what we've been through these past couple of years, I

feel an awful lot older than sixteen."

"That's true enough," he said, images of recent torture burning into his mind. He suppressed a shudder at the memory of the

high-pitched, merciless laughter ringing through his ears. The dark brown pools of Ginny's eyes were fixed upon his own, offering

warmth and love. "You really want to do this?" he whispered.

"I think so," she said carefully. "I know it'll mean giving up a lot, but I'm sure we could do it."

"Ginny, think about it for a second," Harry exclaimed, his mind whirling with the possibilities. "I'm not saying no, but can you imagine

how much danger you'd be in if Voldemort found out you were pregnant? Anything could happen."

"Harry, something could happen to me anyway," she said earnestly. "Having this baby might not be any more risky than things are

already."

"And how did you work that out?" he smiled.

"Well," she replied. "Who would need to know? My parents, my brothers, Dumbledore and Madam Pomfrey." She ticked them off on

her fingers. "Not a single one of them would betray us to Voldemort and I'm only in more danger if he finds out about it."

"Gin," Harry sighed patiently. "It'll be patently obvious to anyone who looks sooner or later."

"Not necessarily," she grinned impishly, making Harry sit up with interest. "Wizard robes are pretty baggy to begin with, but there are all

sorts of ways to transfigure your shape, even some charms of illusion where you can appear to be something you're not. I reckon I could

hide it."

"You probably could," he admitted, well aware of her talent in that realm of magic. He hesitated, and looked steadily at her. "Ginny,

there are still a lot of reasons not to be doing this. At the risk of sounding like your parents, you've got another two years of school to get

through for a start. Whatever happens you've got to finish school."

"I know," she said, frowning suddenly. "Dumbledore said that arrangements could be made. Maybe I could try and take my N.E.W.T.s

a year early in some classes, like Transfiguration and Muggle Studies. If I worked at it, I could probably do it, but I'd still have some

subjects left over."

Harry got to his feet and paced across the room, staring out of the window and down the deserted pot holed drive. They could do this;

he was certain they could. In fact, difficult as it might be to have a baby with Ginny, he was startled to realise that he couldn't imagine

anything he'd like more. The thought of having her there with him for the rest of his life, was something that made him want to yell aloud

with happiness, and a baby… their baby… he couldn't help smiling at the thought.

"How would you feel about doing your last year as a day student?" Harry asked suddenly, feeling a glimmer of an idea spread through

him.

"A day student?" she echoed, sounding slightly bewildered. 

"I'm pretty sure Dumbledore would let you," Harry explained quickly, sitting back down on the bed beside her. "Ginny, think about it for

a second. If we do go ahead with this, what's preventing us from renting a house in Hogsmeade, and you can go into Hogwarts each

day?"

"Nothing, I suppose," she said, smiling at his enthusiasm. "But have you forgotten the small factor of the hypothetical offspring? Who's

going to look after him, or are you expecting me to sneak a baby into Potions lessons in my bag?"

"No," he grinned, imagining Snape's reactions at the sudden appearance of yet another Potter in his classroom. "I'd need to check at

Gringott's, but I think we could get by for a year or so without me earning any money, and you've heard your mum on the subject of

grandchildren. I'm sure she'd have no qualms about teaching me how to look after a baby."

"Have I ever told you how much I love you?" she said, looking at him in amazement.

"Once or twice," he laughed.

"I really wouldn't have to give up school?"

"Over my dead body," he began and then froze, looking at her horrified expression. "Ginny, I'm sorry. I didn't mean…"

"I know," she said, catching her breath. "It's fine, don't worry about it."

"Gin, it might not be fine; just suppose we do this, and Voldemort manages to kill me," he said, feeling a cold dread settle into his

stomach like a lump of lead. Ginny began to protest, but Harry shook his head. "We know it could happen. How on earth would you

manage on your own with a baby?" He took one look at her face and felt a surge of guilt. 

"Gin, I'm sorry, but we have to do this; you said yourself we've got to look at all the possibilities, no matter how awful they are."

"I'd not really be on my own, I suppose," she said, chewing her lip. "Mum and Dad seem to be fairly realistic about this whole business,

so I could come back here if… if…" She gulped and then looked him straight in the eye. "Harry," she said firmly. "We've got to be well

prepared, that's all. At least we know what Voldemort did to your mum and dad, so we can work to make sure it doesn't happen to us.

Dumbledore has had some sort of protection spell on you at the Dursley's for the past sixteen years, we could do another one on our

baby. There's the Fidelius Charm as well if we have to. We've just got to make sure we're safe, one way or another."

"You sound pretty certain," he said, smiling across at her.

"I need more time to get used to the idea," she replied thoughtfully. "But apart from that, I know it's the right thing to do. What do you

think?"

"I think you're incredible," Harry said fervently, wrapping her tightly in his arms and kissing her. "You're also completely right, not that I

ever intend to get into the habit of telling you that." He laughed as she gently elbowed him in the ribs in mock-protest, and fell backwards

on the bed, taking her with him.

"What sort of timescale do you reckon Dumbledore has on this?" she asked, wriggling closer to him. "I mean, he doesn't expect us to do

anything straight away, does he?"

"I think it has to be reasonably soon," Harry said, reflecting on the conversation the previous evening. "But how would you feel about

waiting until you're actually seventeen? It's not far off, and I'd feel a lot happier if you could use magic wherever you were to protect

yourself."

"A couple of months breathing space sounds perfect," she admitted. "I suppose if things are taking a turn for the worse, we could always

bring it forward, or it gives us a chance to change our minds completely after this pressure goes. Halloween would mean that," she

counted forwards beneath her breath before continuing, "the baby would arrive in the summer, after all the exams and everything. That

would work."

"Gin," he said curiously. "That would make it term time when we… er… well… y'know." He felt the heat rise into his cheeks and barely

knew where to look, until he heard her giggle.

"Have sex?" she queried innocently.

"Er… yes," he stuttered, blushing madly. "How are we going to manage that at Hogwarts?"

"I suppose that's one of the things we need to talk to Dumbledore about," Ginny grinned impishly at him, looking slightly pink herself.

"But you'll have to work on articulating the concept a bit more clearly than that. I mean, if you can't talk about the theory, how on earth

are you going to cope when we finally get round to the practical?"

He chuckled, and settled into a more comfortable position, letting the sensation of relief drift over him. A decision had been reached, and

although it wasn't the easiest of the options they had faced, it was undoubtedly the right one. He mulled over the idea of the baby again

in his mind in the stillness that invaded the room.

"What do you reckon this baby of ours will be like?" he asked at length.

"Oh it'll have all of our worst features but magnified a hundred fold," Ginny laughed. 

"Can you imagine it? A tiny one with my temper."

"My knobbly knees," Harry grinned, and then burst out laughing. "Or my hair! Poor kid."

"And it'll perpetually be getting itself into dangerous situations," Ginny giggled. "You'll have no hair left before you're thirty if he's

anything like Fred and George."

"Gin, we'll have no house left if this child is anything like Fred and George," Harry exclaimed, chuckling away at the concept.

"Were you serious about that?" Ginny asked, reaching up to kiss his cheek. "Finding a house and moving in together in Hogsmeade."

"Absolutely," he replied. "Unless you don't want to."

"Don't be silly; of course I want to," she smiled, cuddling in to him. "It's as close as we're going to get to the fairytale, isn't it?"

"Mmm," Harry replied slightly distantly, as a new thought took root in his mind, and began to germinate rapidly.
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Chapter 7: Telling the Family

                                               "Who, doomed to go in company with Pain,

                                                    And Fear, and Bloodshed…

                                                 Turns his necessity to glorious gain."

                                          William Wordsworth: "Character of the Happy Warrior"

Voices reverberated around the hallway downstairs, indicating that people were returning home for the evening. Thudding footsteps

charged past Ginny's door, and a slamming noise quite close by their heads broke the tranquillity of the afternoon.

"Fred and George," she muttered sleepily, and gave a little yawn.

"We're going to have to tell them, you know," Harry said, shivering suddenly as if someone had just slid partially thawed ice cubes down

his neck. "None of your family are going to like this, and that's probably a serious understatement."

"They'll have to like it," Ginny replied grimly, sitting up and shaking her hair back off her face. "At the end of the day it's not their

decision. I vote we tackle Mum and Dad first, and once they've accepted it, then we let my brothers know." She chuckled suddenly.

"With a bit of luck Mum'll become ferociously protective of us, then they daren't do anything too bad, but I'd advise you to be careful

with your food for the next few days, especially with Fred and George around."

"Thanks," Harry said dryly. He grinned and prodded her gently in the ribs. "How come I'm the one getting the blame for this anyway?"

"Who could possibly blame me?" Ginny asked, wearing her most angelic expression. Harry choked.

"Come on, then," he said, getting to his feet and holding out his hand for her. "Let's get it over with. How are we going to do this?"

"It's just before dinner," Ginny mused. "Mum'll be cooking in the kitchen, and these days Dad's often dozing in the living room by now."

She looked at Harry and pulled a face. "I'll do Mum; she's more likely to explode. Will you be OK talking to Dad?"

"Yeah," Harry agreed, feeling his heart sink with every step he took towards the door. 

"I've got a few things I need to ask him about anyway."

"You'll be fine," she whispered, pulling him into a hug. A low chuckle and more footsteps hurried past, lighter this time, and faded away

as they ascended the next flight of stairs. "Ron and Hermione," she identified the sounds and grinned. "Honestly, it's like King's Cross

Station past my door sometimes. You want to hear it when Bill and Charlie are home."

They walked slowly downstairs, hand in hand, and paused briefly in the darkness between the two rooms. He gazed down at her, and

felt a warmth surge through his veins, knowing that she loved him. Their lips met with a peculiarly tender kiss, each holding onto the

other to stave off the impending sense of doom. Ginny eventually pulled away, and smiled at him.

"Good luck," she whispered, squeezing his hand.

"You too," he responded, feeling her fingers disappear from beyond his grasp as she vanished into the kitchen. Knowing there was

nothing more to be done, Harry heaved a sigh, and strode directly into the living room, determined to see this through.

Mr Weasley was sitting in the armchair by the fireplace, absorbed in a copy of "The Daily Prophet," which blazed the legend, "Ministry

Blunder Causes Mayhem." Harry closed the door firmly behind him and vainly attempted to flatten his hair, but to no avail. He stood

irresolutely in the corner for a moment, and then forced himself to cross the room and sit on the footstool.

"Ah, Harry!" Mr Weasley said, lowering the newspaper, and folding it neatly in half. He looked completely exhausted, but his eyes were

alert as he examined Harry seriously though his glasses. "How are things today?" he added, concern filling his voice.

"Er…" Harry began, and noticing that his throat suddenly seemed very dry, he coughed and began again. "We… we've been talking.

Well, we've been talking a lot really, and…" He broke off. Mr Weasley was quite literally ageing before his eyes; his hair seemed thinner

than ever, and worry lined his face.

"It's all right, Harry," Mr Weasley said, sighing to himself. "I'm not blaming you for this, for any of this."

"It feels like it's all my fault," Harry said despondently. "Ginny wouldn't have been dragged into any of this if it hadn't been for me."

"We can't change that," Mr Weasley responded quietly. "We can only work with what we have, Harry, and sort out what we're going to

do from here."

"I know," Harry agreed, and then before he could stop himself, he blurted out. "We've decided."

"And?" Mr Weasley's voice became grave, and at the same time a horrified shriek rang out from the kitchen, making them both jump. 

"Things are bad out there, aren't they?" Harry asked, running his hands through his hair. "They're even worse than most people know

about."

"Yes Harry, they are," he said seriously. "The Ministry is virtually collapsing around us, and it wouldn't take much for He Who Must

Not Be Named to seize power, and that's something I never want to see." There was a long pause.

"We're going to do what Dumbledore asked," Harry said slowly. "We've thought it through, and we know it's going to be incredibly

difficult, but we still want to."

"I see," Mr Weasley nodded, his face still rather grey as it had been the previous evening. "Have you worked out how you're going to

manage the baby and school?"

"Yes," Harry admitted, and outlined his plan to Mr Weasley. He talked of their thoughts about waiting until Ginny's seventeenth

birthday, the arrival of the baby after the end of the school year, and his suggestions about how Ginny could still finish school. "We'll

need your help," he confessed, "but it can be done, and I will look after her, you know."

"Yes, Harry," Mr Weasley replied. "But you may well not have a choice. You understand better than most people what You Know Who

is capable of."

"History repeating itself," Harry murmured.

"Exactly," Mr Weasley said gently. 

"We've got two months to find spells to keep Ginny and the baby safe," Harry explained feeling a surge of determination and looking

directly at Mr Weasley. "I'll do anything."

"We'd better start looking into it," Mr Weasley said, getting wearily to his feet and heading across to the bookshelves lining the opposite

wall. "I thought you'd come to this decision, Harry, and for what it's worth if I'd been in your situation I'd have probably done the same

thing. All the same, it's not quite the future I was expecting for my daughter, and it's going to take quite some time to get used to this."

Harry felt awful, a feeling that was magnified by the sobbing sounds emanating from the kitchen. He sneaked a sideways look at Mr

Weasley, wondering how he could possibly broach the other topic he desperately wanted to discuss with him. At least with the baby idea,

someone else had brought it up, but this concept had been entirely unspoken, and he had no idea how Mr Weasley would react. He

repeated the words in his mind, as he had done over and over again throughout the afternoon, and took a deep breath. He had faced far

worse things than this before; surely dealing with Voldemort, Dementors and various magical creatures of Hagrid's had to be harder than

this? To his surprise, Harry realised he was shaking and hurriedly folded his arms to stop it showing.

"Er…" he began, immediately cursing himself for his eloquence. "Can I," his voice squeaked as it hadn't for quite a few years now. He

cleared his throat, hoping against hope that Mr Weasley hadn't noticed. "Can I ask you about… um… something?" 

"Yes," Mr Weasley answered, drawing out the word slowly. He sat back down, worn spell book open in hand and regarded Harry.

"It's… well… er… it's…" Harry stuttered, forcing himself to stay where he was, rather than leaping to his feet and running for the door.

"I mean…" He could feel his face flushing, and mentally kicked himself.

"Harry?" 

"Sorry, it's just… er… yeah, that's it… um," Harry tried again. "Ginny." 

"What about her?" her father prompted with a very anxious expression on his face.

"I-I wanted to ask, well I suppose you know that by now, don't you," Harry laughed nervously. "I mean, how could you not know I'm

trying to ask you something? Er…"

"Harry," Mr Weasley said warningly. 

"Yeah, right. I s'pose by now you know how I feel about her," his insides shuddered as if containing terrified fairies desperate to escape.

"I wondered if… somehow… I mean, even maybe in the future if you don't want us to now… but I want to… I really do want to…

um… would you… please… let me marry her?"

It was out. Harry struggled to catch his breath and waited in absolute terror for the response. By the time he actually dared look, Mr

Weasley's face was entirely impassive.

"Marry my daughter?" each word was picked out with the precision clearness and ferocity of a bullet.

"Yes," Harry croaked, wishing the floor would swallow him up. "I love her and… and I want to marry her."

"I see," Mr Weasley commented, peering sternly at Harry over his glasses, making him wilt like the plant in the hallway. "And what

exactly are your prospects young man?"

"P-Prospects?" Harry stammered blankly.

"Yes, prospects," Mr Weasley said briskly. "Are you capable of keeping my daughter in the manner to which she'd like to become

accustomed?" A twinkle appeared in his eye.

"I don't know," Harry replied, in complete bewilderment. 

"And your future career?" Mr Weasley prompted. "Come now, what are you good at?"

"Just Q-Quidditch," Harry stuttered. "But…"

"And you consider yourself worthy to marry my daughter?" Mr Weasley commented, staring fiercely at Harry once more.

"No, I know she's far too good for me, and there's no way I deserve her," Harry burst out. "All I want to do is keep her happy, and

make everything perfect for her. Why should she go through all this and make do with second best? I'd have wanted to marry her even if

Dumbledore hadn't suggested the baby, but now that he has, it's just another reason to make it right."

"I'm glad you feel that way, Harry," Mr Weasley's face broke into his usual benevolent smile. "It would have been impossible to let her

go to anyone who loved her less. Now, I take it you've not asked her yet, but when exactly were you thinking about getting married?"

"What?" Harry gasped in total shock. "You mean you'll let me? Really?"

Mr Weasley laughed.

"Yes, Harry, it will be a pleasure to have you as an official member of the family, presuming Ginny's happy with the idea, of course." He

sat back in his chair and chuckled. "As I only have one daughter, that was my single opportunity of having someone run the same

gauntlet I had to when I asked Molly's father. You fared a lot better than I did, I have to say; I ended up accidentally transfiguring their

sofa into a wobbling jelly in sheer panic."

"You didn't," Harry laughed.

"I did," Mr Weasley smiled. "Strawberry jelly. I've never yet been allowed to forget it. Worth it, of course, but it's rather fun being on

the other end and really making a young man squirm over his feelings for your daughter."

"You definitely did that all right," Harry remarked, grinning irrepressibly. "I really can ask her? Honestly?"

"Of course," Mr Weasley chuckled. "Now, stop asking me before I change my mind."

"I thought her birthday might be a good time to get married," Harry confided. "The problem is, we're really going to have to do

everything in total secrecy, otherwise Voldemort could find out."

"That's true," Mr Weasley said thoughtfully. "Especially with the baby, we've got to be incredibly careful. I'll tell you what Harry, leave

this with me. I need to see Dumbledore later this week anyway about some Ministry business, and it would make sense to discuss this

with him at the same time. That way we're not arousing suspicion about unusual journeys to Hogwarts."

"Thanks," Harry said gratefully, still grinning like mad. 

"And might I suggest you let me tell Molly about this? I daresay that may well help soothe matters a little there. Speaking of which, I'd

better head through to the kitchen quite swiftly," Mr Weasley smiled, getting to his feet. "Just to make sure murder has not been

committed. I'll send Ginny through in a minute."

Unable to believe his luck Harry sank back happily into a chair wondering how Ginny would react when he proposed. The kitchen door

was ajar, and voices wafted through

"Arthur!" Mrs Weasley exclaimed in rather mournful tones. "Did Harry tell you?"

"Yes, he did," her husband replied calmly. "They'll manage, Molly. It's all been worked out sensibly." There was some a muttered

exchange between various voices and a few moments later Harry heard the click of the kitchen door, and sat up sharply. A pair of dark

brown eyes appeared almost immediately, twinkling impishly at him from around the door.

"How did it go?" she asked, scuttling across the room and curling up comfortably on his lap.

"Pretty well," Harry said, hugging her tightly. "Your dad's being incredible about all of this. It sounded a lot more dramatic at your end."

"It was a bit," she rolled her eyes. "Mum got pretty upset, and I ended up promising her something. I really hope you don't mind."

"Go on, tell me the worst," he teased. "What have you got us into this time?"

"I said we'd come back to the Burrow in July after term finishes so that I can have the baby here with Mum around."

"Ginny, that's perfect," he said in total honesty. "I hadn't even thought about that, but we'll definitely be best off here then."

"We can move to somewhere in Hogsmeade later in the summer, once everything's settled down a bit," she explained, leaning in to kiss

him.

"Gin," Harry said quietly. "There's something I want to ask you."

"What?" she asked in an equally soft tone. "Is it about the baby?"

"Not exactly," he began, but was interrupted by two familiar figures wandering in from the hallway, looking distinctly bemused.

"What's going on?" Ron demanded, staring at the pair of them.

"What do you mean by that?" Ginny asked instantly. "Who says anything's going on?"

"Ginny, don't take me for an idiot," he snapped. "How obvious does it have to be? I 

haven't even seen Harry for the past twenty-four hours, apart from when I got up this morning and about thirty seconds in the kitchen."

"Why does that mean there's a problem?" she said incredulously. "You don't have to live in each other's pockets all day."

"Ginny, he's sharing my room," Ron explained patiently. "Of course I expect to see him from time to time. And speaking of sharing

rooms, why hasn't Hermione been allowed anywhere near your bedroom all day?"

"We've been in there talking about some stuff," Harry explained, glancing nervously at Ginny. "Everything's more-or-less sorted through

now."

"Ron's right," Hermione said, frowning at Harry. "This doesn't add up. There's something very strange going on here, and I can't help

thinking it's to do with Dumbledore. That was when all this started." 

"And why are Mum and Dad closeted up in the kitchen?" Ron interjected, shaking his head. "They never do that, even when they're

having a massive row, and they're not doing that now, or we'd hear them."

Harry glanced over at Ginny, feeling the knot of nerves beginning to tighten in his stomach once more. Her face showed similar

apprehension. Ron and Hermione weren't going to give up easily and they would need to know sooner or later, but how on earth could

they break news like this to them? Ginny nodded.

"You're not going to like this," Harry began, holding Ginny tightly to him.

"I don't care if I like it or not, I just want to know what's going on," Ron protested. "Honestly, the things that have been running through

my mind today, you have no idea."

"Dumbledore came to talk to me about why Voldemort has been trying to kill me," Harry explained. "You know we've always wondered

about that, well, now I know."

"So why, Harry?" Hermione asked curiously.

"It's complicated, but basically it's because of the equilibrium of the planets when Harry was born, and the fact that this seems to be

handed down from father to son in the Potter family," Ginny explained.

"Truitinae Bonitas?" Hermione queried.

"You know about that?" Harry said astounded.

"Yes," Hermione said matter-of-factly. "It was in that section about you in the Dark Arts book I bought in Diagon Alley."

"That'll teach you not to read up on yourself in Florean Fortescue's," Ron sniggered. "Go on then, what is it?"

"It means that Harry can harness a particularly powerful brand of magic to alter the balance of good and evil," Hermione said. "It's quite

fascinating to read about, but oh Harry, that would explain all about You Know Who, wouldn't it?"

"That's not all," Harry said bleakly. "There just so happens to be an ancient prophecy stating that only someone from my family can stop

Voldemort."

"Well, that's a good thing, isn't it?" Ron asked. "At least it means he's not guaranteed to take over."

"But Harry's the last of his family," Ginny said, looking at him quickly. "What do you think would happen if he does kill Harry? He's had

a few pretty good attempts at that so far."

Ron swore softly beneath his breath.

"Harry, you've got to be careful. Maybe we should look into protection spells and…" Hermione began, looking very white and talking at

a terrific speed.

"Hermione!" Harry protested. "We've always known he's wanted to kill me, and all that's changed now is that we know the

consequences of what will happen when he does. Dumbledore reckons he'll confront me very soon, and because he's so powerful now,

this is likely to be the last time, one way or another."

"And if you die…" Ron said in total horror, unable to complete the sentence. There was total silence as all four of them registered the

implications.

"Dumbledore suggested a solution," Ginny said at last, her eyes fixed on her brother. "But you're not going to want to hear it."

"Are you kidding?" Ron said instantly. "Any solution to this has got to be worth trying, even if it doesn't work. What is it?"

"Dumbledore said that we should consider," Harry began, and glanced at Ginny, who was still tightly curled up on his lap.

"Having a baby," Ginny finished quietly. "Another Potter."

There was a stunned pause and a sharp intake of breath. Ron had turned crimson to the roots of his vibrantly red hair. His jaw worked

up and down, but no sound came out.

"You're joking?" he choked out eventually. "How does he expect you to do that?"

"Same way that everyone else conceives babies," Ginny said dryly. 

"But Ginny," Ron protested, hands clutching his hair in disbelief. "You can't. You just can't."

"Can't we?" she asked, raising an eyebrow. The colour in Ron's face flooded out entirely, leaving him a similar pearly-white shade to

Nearly-Headless Nick, the Gryffindor ghost.

"You're… going… to?" he said in sheer incredulity. 

"Don't be silly, of course they're not…" Hermione began bracingly, glancing up at Harry for support. Her eyes widened and she froze

mid-flow.

"Yes, we are," Harry said firmly. "We've talked it through and it's the only way."

"What?" Ron yelled shattering the quietness of the house. "Harry, how can you do this to her?"

"He's not forcing me into anything, Ron," Ginny hissed furiously at her brother. "I happen to think that it's the right thing to do. I want to

do it."

"How can you say that?" Ron shouted at her, gesticulating wildly with his hands. "Ginny, you're sixteen. You're my little sister."

"You think I hadn't noticed that?" she retorted, her voice raising a few notches. "Being your little sister doesn't give you the right to run

my life for me. We've had this argument before, Ron, and you know you're in the wrong."

"I can't believe you're thinking about this," Hermione gasped, looking from Harry to Ginny and then back again, in sheer astonishment.

"What about school?"

"School will be fine," Harry tried to explain, but Ron cut across him.

"I'm not wrong on this Ginny. There's no way you two can have a baby; you still haven't grown out of stealing our socks, and unless it's

to do with Quidditch, Harry wouldn't have a clue. How do you expect to take care of an infant?"

"Thanks!" Harry retorted, feeling his own anger mounting inside. "We have actually thought about this you know, and it wasn't an easy

decision by a long shot."

"Why couldn't you have decided not to, if it was so difficult?" Ron bellowed.

"You know why," Ginny snapped instantly.

"But your exams," Hermione shook her head in disbelief. "What about your exams?"

"Mine'll be all over by the time the baby arrives," Harry answered. "And as for Ginny…"

"Yes, what about her?" Ron interrupted furiously. "Now you're expecting her to drop out of school are you? Harry, I can't believe you're

going to let her do this."

"No," Ginny shot back. "I'll be finishing school."

"And how are you expecting to do that?" her brother yelled. "Quill in one hand, baby in the other?"

"I won't be working," Harry said with determination. "Ginny will finish school, and hopefully Dumbledore will agree to her doing that as

a day student, going in from Hogsmeade every day."

"That doesn't sound so bad, I suppose," Hermione said very slowly, still looking rather stunned.

"Not bad?" Ron repeated at top volume. "He's talking about getting my baby sister pregnant and then living with her, and you say that's

not bad? Are you hearing this right Hermione?"

"Just shut up!" Ginny yelled back, close to tears. "It's not like that, and you know it's not."

The kitchen door was flung open, and Mr and Mrs Weasley appeared in the living room within seconds. Harry wrapped Ginny tightly in

his arms.

"Mum!" Ron appealed to her. "Have you heard this rubbish Harry and Ginny are talking about?"

"Yes dear," she answered, surveying the scene, and smiling fondly at Harry. 

"Surely you're not going to let them?" Ron shouted. "I mean, this whole thing is just ridiculous."

"Calm down, Ron," Mr Weasley said placidly. "It's not going to help with you losing your temper."

"Ron, she's going to need you more than ever now," Harry said, clutching a quietly sobbing Ginny to him. "I do too, if it comes to that.

If Voldemort finds out about this…"

"So you're putting her in more danger?" Ron shook his head. "I thought you'd have been put off that idea after she almost got killed. Or

wasn't that enough for you, Harry?"

"That's not fair," Ginny responded, lifting her tear stained face from Harry's shoulder. "He nearly died for me that day, and you know he

did."

"Enough!" Mr Weasley said firmly. "Ron you need to calm down. Think it over. Nothing is going to be happening immediately, but we

all need to stand together on this one. You Know Who is going to be a threat, but if we are strong as a family, then we will get through

this, all of us."

"You've all gone mad," Ron cried, leaping to his feet. "This is… No!" He turned and ran out of the room, crashing blindly up the

stairwell. 
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Chapter 8: A Question And An Answer

                                            "Love is a circle that doth restless move

                                              In that same sweet eternity of love."

                                                         Robert Herrick

Harry sat on the edge of his bed in Ron's room and regarded the delicate piece of jewellery balanced in the outstretched palm of his

hand. A tiny circle of gold, smaller than the diameter of a knut shone gently in the early morning sunshine, as it rocked from side to side

beneath his clumsy touch. Picking it up, he allowed it to slide onto his forefinger, smiling to see it drop down only as far as his first joint.

The stone glittered and sparkled as its many facets reflected the light, and Harry hoped that he had made the right choice.

Two days before he had been standing in bustling Diagon Alley, safely concealed within his invisibility cloak, and accompanied by a very

impatient and rather grumpy Ron. Hermione had been given the task of distracting Ginny for the afternoon, and it was with much

bullying and cajoling that Harry had tried to persuade Ron to help him in the purchase of that very ring. Ron had finally agreed, pointing

out that he was only doing this to stop You Know Who from attacking them, not because he approved of anything to do with

Dumbledore's plans in the slightest. 

The window of Goblins' Gem Emporium seemed to be quite literally littered with such a vast array of magpie-attracting items, that Harry

had scarcely known where to begin. The only thing he knew for certain was that he wanted something as close to a Muggle engagement

ring as he could manage, knowing she would be totally entranced by the idea of something so closely linked with the poetry she adored.

He mused for some time about the colour of the stone, wondering first of all about a ruby that echoed some of the shades of red running

through Ginny's hair. He fleetingly considered an emerald in the display, but with Ron's sniggering imitation of his mother saying, "I

thought it would match your eyes, Harry dear," he completely abandoned that idea and finally settled on a single diamond, which

reminded him of the star-like necklace, the first thing he had ever bought for her. 

As the door of the dimly lit shop chimed to permit them entry, the tiny goblin behind the counter regarded Ron with an air of contempt,

eyes scathingly raking over the worn Muggle attire that was the norm in The Burrow during the school holidays. The clink of Galleons in

the money bag that Harry had pressed into Ron's hands outside the shop, along with fiercely whispered instructions, caused the goblin's

pointed ears to prick up and his face broke away from scepticism into a deeply calculating smile.

"Ah yes," the goblin said in an oily tone, levitating the ring in question in mid air before them and making it revolve slowly. "An excellent

choice, if I may say so. This has only recently arrived here from one of our best teams of dwarves, and was hewn from one of their

caverns deep beneath an area of the Scottish Highlands. An exceptionally pretty stone, sir; as exquisite as your young lady, perhaps?"

"Perhaps," Ron responded in a rather disinterested manner. Harry prodded him angrily in the back, but Ron ignored him.

"Oh, but Sir, how can one not be enchanted with so perfect a thing?" the goblin began again, beaming more brightly than ever and

revealing his very sharp yellowed teeth. "The cut is unsurpassed."

"I'm sure there are others just as good, if not here, then elsewhere," Ron smiled at the tiny creature, causing the ring to pause in mid-air.

"A wonderful sales technique, I agree, but it's certainly not worth the quantity of Galleons you're asking for it."

"I see," the goblin said sharply, his grin disappeared and was replaced by a shrewd look in his eyes. "Perhaps if I ask for 20 galleons less,

Sir may be interested?"

"Fifty," Ron said, glancing towards the doorway.

"But Sir, I will never make ends meet," the goblin protested at once. "My wife, and family, they will starve; we will be thrown into the

gutter…"

"Fifty," Ron interrupted him firmly. There was a pause and Ron moved purposefully towards the door as Harry watched in silent

anguish.

"Forty," the goblin offered in slightly more desperate tones.

"Done," Ron said, with a furtive grin sideways at the space where he knew Harry was standing.

The ring was duly paid for and they headed back into Diagon Alley, to the safety of a back room of Weasley's Wizard Wheezes where

Harry had finally dispensed with the cloak, and simply stared incredulously at Ron.

"Here you go," Ron threw the small ring box across to him. "Hope she likes it."

"What happened back there?" Harry asked feeling somewhat bewildered.

"Got to watch goblins," Ron explained, examining a bar of Honeyduke's best chocolate on the bench carefully. He prodded it

suspiciously with his wand. Nothing happened. "They rip you off every which way they can, you know."

"But why do that for me?" Harry persisted. "You don't want any of this to be going on."

"You're right, I don't," Ron admitted, tentatively breaking the chocolate into segments, and waiting for an explosion that never came.

"But I know you're going to do this anyway, no matter what I think. Forty Galleons is money you'll need, Harry. Just because I don't

approve doesn't mean I don't care about what happens to you both." He sniffed the chocolate suspiciously and then swallowed a piece.

"Thanks," Harry grinned, and watched his best friend turn into a very embarrassed-looking pumpkin.

                                                           *****

Harry laughed quietly at the memory, and carefully replaced the ring in the dark blue velvet of the box, closing the lid with a snap. He

had thought carefully about how he was actually going to ask Ginny to marry him, and remembering the complete idiot he'd made of

himself when he'd tried to ask her to the Yule ball that first time, he had come up with a slightly different tactic to avoid the worst of his

nerves. Every pair of socks in the entirety of the Burrow had been summoned earlier that morning, and were currently invisible under

Ron's bed, with a single exception. Ginny would inevitably be on a sock stealing mission once she realised her haul had vanished. Harry

grinned wickedly in anticipation, and disappeared under his invisibility cloak once more.

A scamper of feet up the twisting stairs slowed to a scuffle on the landing outside. A lengthy pause followed, and Harry could just hear

her catching her breath before the door slowly creaked open. A pair of dark brown eyes peeked mischievously around the wooden door,

her long red hair tumbling irresistibly over her shoulder. Seeing that the room appeared to be empty, Ginny grinned happily to herself,

and slipped inside, closing the door silently behind her. Casting her eyes around the room, they alighted on Harry's trunk, and she made a

beeline for it, lifting the lid with the ease and familiarity of an expert. Her hands hovered over the contents of the trunk, passing over

copies of Which Broomstick and his robes, coming to a halt above his cauldron, which normally stored his socks. Today it was empty.

She frowned in bemusement, and leaned further forwards, her torrent of hair falling so that it obscured her vision. She gave an

exclamation of annoyance, and swept the offending part back off her face, where it lay quietly for a second before tumbling around her

again with impish glee.

"Come on, Harry," she muttered beneath her breath. "You've got to have some socks in here somewhere."

Harry bit his lip hard to prevent himself from laughing out loud. He'd caught her on a sock stealing mission once before, and had

forgotten just how funny it was. She scoured the contents of the trunk, digging beneath the surface, and finally gave a cry of delight,

emerging victorious with his new pair of Chudley Cannons ones in her hand.

Harry felt his chest tightening as his heart began to beat quickly with fear. This was it. What would she say? What if…? The thought was

too horrible. Surely she wouldn't turn him down. Would she? His palms suddenly seemed clammy. She began to unravel the socks from

their neat ball so that she could put them on, when she stopped suddenly and frowned. He clutched at the windowsill to steady himself.

"What on earth…?" she said aloud, as her fingers encountered an unexpected solid object within the soft woollen exterior. Her hand

wriggled inside the sock and emerged clutching the small navy blue box. Harry gulped. This was either the best or the worst idea he'd

ever had in his entire life, and at that precise moment, he wasn't sure which. He moved silently behind her and twitched the invisibility

cloak off his shoulders, letting it fall from his fingers in a silvery shimmer of flimsiest fabric. 

Ginny opened the box.

Confusion flooded her features as she caught sight of the ring that nestled within. A quivering hand reached out and touched it, her

slightest movement making it sparkle and glint in the sunlight as if it were winking at her. Tilting her head sideways to examine it

carefully, she shivered, appearing to be uncertain about what to believe, and rubbed her hand absent-mindedly across her forehead, still

clutching Harry's sock. She raised a slow eyebrow, her perplexed emotions finally giving way to a tiny smile that flickered in the corners

of her mouth.

"So do you like it then?" Harry could resist it no longer, and his hand gently touched her back. She gave a sharp squeak of surprise and

whirled around to face him.

"Harry!" she exclaimed, panting in panic, and her eyes far wider than normal. "W-What?"

"Sorry," he smiled apologetically. "I just wanted to know what you thought of it."

"It's beautiful," she said, still breathing very unsteadily. Her deep brown eyes lifted to his, somehow melting away the worst of his fears.

"Gin," he said, softly, caressing a hand down her cheek. "You know I love you, and I want to be with you always. I didn't mean to scare

you but this is the best way I could find to offer you every single sock I'll ever possess for the rest of my life. I wondered if you would

think about marrying me, because I can't think of anything I would like more."

There was a strangled gasp from Ginny, who swayed slightly beneath his touch and stared incredulously at him as if he'd just

transfigured himself into a towering stack of Muggle poetry books. Her eyebrows spoke volumes as they knitted together trying to

comprehend, and her eyes never once left his face in the stunned silence that followed.

"You… you?" she stammered at last, clutching the tiny box still in her left hand. "Harry? Serious? Me?" She caught her breath, looking

to all intents and purposes as if she'd completely lost the ability to string a sentence together. Harry chuckled quietly. It was incredibly

unusual to see anything taking the wind out of Ginny's sails, and for once he seemed to have done that most effectively.

"Yes you," he smiled down at her. "Do you honestly think I'd let anyone else share my socks?" She giggled slightly and gazed up at him

with an awed expression.

"You mean it?" she whispered, her voice cracking towards the end of the question.

"Of course I mean it," he said fervently, pulling her hands and their contents into his own. "Ginny, I want to marry you. I want to do

everything properly, and I know it's going to be difficult, what with the baby and everything, but we'll be fine as long as we work through

this together." 

There was an awkward pause, during which Harry was alarmed to see an expression of hurt filling her eyes. She pulled away from him,

and examined a poster of the Chudley Cannons Chasers scoring a spectacular goal with apparently studious interest before turning to face

him again.

"So you're asking me just because of the baby, then?" she asked in a terrifyingly quiet monotone, biting her lip so that the redness stood

out against the pallor of her face. He could see her trembling.

"What?" he almost yelled in disbelief. "Ginny? How can you think that?"

"What else am I supposed to think, Harry?" she responded passionately, the emotional turbulence of the past few days beginning to

storm once more "You can't expect me to do this just because of the baby."

"I'm not!" Harry protested vehemently. "Ginny, I love you, I really do."

"I know you do," she admitted, sounding as if she were being ripped in two. "But I don't want to just get married because you want to

do everything right for the baby. I understand that you'd want to, but I -I can't do that."

"Gin!" Harry exclaimed. "It's you I want to marry. You. I'd never ask for any other reason."

"Harry, there's no way you'd be asking me now if it wasn't for Dumbledore's suggestion, is there?" she said softly.

"I was planning on asking you anyway after I'd finished my N.E.W.T.s," Harry confessed in all honesty, looking steadily at her. "Ten

months from now. I can wait those ten months if you want me to Ginny and propose again then, but nothing is going to change in the

way I feel about you."

"You were going to do that?" she asked, regarding him in sheer amazement.

"Yes, but I'd hardly have told you about it, would I?" he smiled wryly. "Spoil a perfectly good surprise. The look on your face was

definitely one worth seeing."

"Gaping like a goldfish?" she laughed.

"That's a pretty fair description," he teased, and lifted a lock of her hair. "And about the same colour too."

"Hey!" she protested, laughing along with him. Her right fist rested lightly on his chest, sock still clenched in her grasp and there was total

silence. Harry didn't dare move. She looked at him, clearly searching for a way forward; the words were unspoken, but Harry

understood.

"Ginny, please marry me."

Dark brown eyes fused with emerald green ones.

"I'd love to," she whispered.

Harry felt a rush of warm pleasure flooding through his chest and up towards his throat as he grabbed her round her waist and swung her

off her feet.

"You mean it?" his whole being felt suddenly lighter and happier than he'd been in a long time. "You really will?"

"Yes," she giggled, eyes sparkling up at him from the massive smile that illuminated her entire face. "I love you, Harry Potter."

Pulling her even closer to him, he enveloped her in his arms, hugging her tightly and never wanting to let her go. The feeling of joy

bubbled up inside him, exploding in an irrepressible grin of his own, as the realisation slowly sank in that she actually wanted to be with

him forever. Their lips met, gently at first, sparking the familiar tingle of desire and love, swiftly dissolving into a firmer embrace in a

world of darkness where only the two of them existed and time seemed to stand still.

Finally they broke apart, and Harry smiled down at her in his arms. Her hair caught in the sunlight, glittering with life, and her face was

glowing with delight, warming every inch of him with happiness.

"I suppose you'd better try that ring on, then," he chuckled, kissing her forehead. "You do like it, don't you?"

"It's gorgeous, Harry," she exclaimed, watching him open the box and take it out. "Where did it come from?"

"A little shop in Diagon Alley," he explained. "Ron helped and did the actual buying for me. I couldn't be seen there in case it got back to

Voldemort, and I don't want you in any more danger."

"Ron knows?"

"You don't mind, do you?" Harry asked, feeling a little anxious. "I'd rather trust him than anyone."

"I don't mind at all," Ginny said, sounding quite relieved. "To be honest, it's good that he's starting to accept things. It's funny because I

know I argue with him a lot, but I really hate it when he's mad at me."

"He's not angry," Harry reassured her. "He just doesn't like what's going to happen to you, and I'd probably feel just the same in his

shoes. Anyway," he changed the subject, grinned at her, blushing slightly and gestured to the ring. "May I?"

She looked up at him rather shyly and placed her left hand in his, allowing him to slide the ring a little clumsily onto her third finger.

They both stared at the unfamiliar addition to her hand, the diamond flashing in the sunlight, encapsulating a multitude of colours.

"Wow!" Ginny found her voice. She flexed her fingers to examine the strange newness, sliding the ring slightly by rubbing her thumb

against it. "We really are going to get married, aren't we? It's actually going to happen."

"You're not backing out of it now," Harry chuckled, lifting her hand and kissing it. "That looks far too right on your finger."

"I can't wear it, you know," she said rather sadly. "It's a dead giveaway that something's going on, and you're right, we can't let

Voldemort find out about any of this."

"You can wear it here," Harry said thoughtfully. "No one comes here very often, apart from your family, and they all know about

Dumbledore's plan. Once the baby's arrived, it'll be fine as well. Voldemort won't be after you then."

"Thank you," she tore her eyes away from her hand and hugged him with all her might. "I absolutely love it." She grinned, her eyes

twinkling in anticipation. "So are you ready to tell my family about this?"

"Just about," he smiled. "Ginny, after the gauntlet your dad made me run when I asked his permission to marry you, even Fred and

George will be a pushover. I mean, what's the worst they can do?"

"You really want me to answer that?" she laughed.

"Er… not really," Harry chuckled, knowing full well that he'd have blue hair or something by teatime. "Come on, then. Let's go

downstairs. I think Ron'll want his room back."

She smiled angelically up at him, indicating beyond doubt that she was up to something, but for a moment he couldn't see what. They

were clattering down the stairs when her right hand swung into view, clutching a successfully stolen pair of Chudley Cannons' socks.
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Chapter 9: Journey to Hogwarts

                                            "Whose horrid image doth unfix my hair

                                         And makes my seated heart knock at my ribs…

                                                        Present fears

                                              Are less than horrible imaginings."

                                                   Shakespeare: "Macbeth"

Harry charged up the stairs, pressing himself flat against the wall as Fred, hurtled past in the opposite direction, robes flapping out behind

him in his haste. The morning was well underway in The Burrow, the regular confusion of people leaving for work paling into

insignificance beside four members of the household attempting to depart for Hogwarts. Crookshanks streaked across the landing,

followed by an exasperated Hermione, clutching his carrying case. She bent to scoop the enormous ginger cat in her arms, but with an

outraged meow of protest, Crookshanks twisted out of her reach and bolted up the next flight of stairs, bottle brush tail held high.

Hermione tutted in irritation and headed after him. Harry shook his head, and laughed, before hurrying to knock on Ginny's door.

"Gin?" he asked tentatively, pushing the door open. "How are you doing?"

"I'm all packed," she said, gesturing to her tattered blue trunk and offering him a rueful smile. "Books, robes, cauldron, your socks and

I've even remembered to pack my parchment this year."

Harry chuckled quietly, remembering the chaos she'd caused the previous year by leaving all of her writing materials at home. It had

taken a full week for her mother to owl replacements to her, during which time, she'd driven them mad by begging, stealing and

borrowing from virtually everyone she knew. 

"Are you OK?" he asked, seeing a bit of a bleak expression cross her face.

"Yeah," she smiled half-heartedly at him. "I've probably been reading too much poetry and it's making me ridiculously nostalgic. Take no

notice; I'm just being silly. I started thinking about things when I was finishing my packing. I'll never be in this room again, the way I am

now. Next time we're back here, we'll be married and probably have the baby on the way."

"Ginny," he sighed, wrapping his arms tightly round her. "I understand completely if you want to change your mind. It's a massive step."

"It's not that," she smiled, hugging him back. "I still want to marry you and everything. It's just a bit hard to let go, that's all. Do you

know what I mean?" She wrinkled her brow.

"I think so," he said slowly. "I suppose it's how I feel about leaving Hogwarts at the end of this year. It's the security thing, isn't it?"

"Yes," she agreed. "And we have no idea what's going to happen to us, or what Voldemort might do." She looked up at him suddenly,

clearly struggling to force out an admission, and he felt a massive wrench at his heart. "Harry, I'm scared."

"If I'm honest, I am as well," he whispered, wishing he could somehow magic away her fears. "Your dad's still looking into spells to

protect us, and he's good at those. I mean, the Ministry has got him working on magical defences at Platform 9 and ¾ today, and that's

likely to be attacked, so if anything can be done for us, your dad will find it. And it's not just him: Dumbledore's onto it, and so are we.

Hermione's not stopped reading spell books all summer."

"I know," she said, shivering suddenly. There was a brief pause. "So," she continued brightly. "Are you all ready for the off?"

"Yeah. You'll be careful at King's Cross, won't you, Gin? Your dad's right, it's the perfect opportunity for Death Eaters to attack with a

real impact," he said anxiously. "I'm not going to fuss, but…"

"I promise I'll stay close," she smiled. Her eyes sparkled up at him in sudden amusement. "Besides, it means I can make sure you're not

doing anything dangerous."

"Would I do something dangerous?" he laughed. She raised an eyebrow.

"There's a first time for everything, I suppose," she teased, as he ruffled her hair affectionately. 

"I'll get your trunk down, and just follow when you're ready. I think we've got another twenty minutes or so." 

"That's everything done up here," she said firmly, collecting her wand from her dresser. "It's time to go, Harry. Time to move on." She

gave a final wistful glance around her room, and Harry saw her set her jaw firmly, in a very Ginnyish manner. She shook her red hair

back over her shoulders with an air of defiance, and nodded in affirmation of her silent thoughts. "Let's go," she said.

Abandoning her trunk on top of the others cluttering the narrow hallway, Harry and Ginny headed into the bustle of the Weasley kitchen.

A range of red heads lined the kitchen table, with Hermione sliding into a seat opposite Ron, making cooing noises at Crookshanks who

was safely confined in his wicker basket.

"We'll let you out on the train, won't we Crookshanks?" she said the soft sing-song voice that owners often use to their animals. Ron

snorted disparagingly into his porridge.

"Are you four all packed?" Mrs Weasley asked briskly, serving up food for Harry and Ginny and whisking it across the kitchen with a

flick of her wand. George ducked instinctively, and the blue plates clipped the top of his hair, before settling down with a clatter on the

table.

"Yes, Mum," Ginny said, buttering her toast enthusiastically and crunching into it.

"What've you forgotten this time?" Fred teased. "Don't tell me…" He glanced at Harry and a wicked grin spread across his features as he

continued in a far lower tone. "You haven't packed your guide to the Contraceptus Charm."

Harry felt his face flame with embarrassment, more heat radiating from his cheeks than from the kitchen stove. Now that the initial

horror of Dumbledore's suggestion had worn off, Fred and George had resorted to making Harry feel as uncomfortable as possible

around their little sister, with all sorts of jibes and tests of new Weasley's Wizard Wheezes, one of which had made him grow a fur for

half a day, in a vain attempt to make him less appealing to their sister. Ginny had merely proclaimed that she found hairy men extremely

attractive, and feeling somewhat thwarted, Fred and George had gone back to the drawing board to plan a fresh wave of attack. 

"You're right," Ginny said casually, licking a glob of marmalade off her finger. "I thought really carefully about it, and then decided I'd

better leave it behind for you two. I mean, it would be a terrible tragedy if you were ever to reproduce with some poor unfortunate girl.

Think of it as a damage limitation exercise."

"Nice one," Ron laughed, getting up to put his bowl in the sink. There was the sound of cars approaching in the lane, and Mrs Weasley

rapidly headed out of the kitchen to speak to the taxi drivers.

"Actually, Gin," George smiled at her. "Speaking of damage limitation, we thought you'd like this." He reached behind him and pulled out

a fairly large box, which had been hastily gift-wrapped with bright purple paper. She regarded it with the utmost suspicion.

"It's not my birthday," she said slowly, looking from one to the other. "And even if it was, you'd only be trying to blow my eyebrows

off." She wrinkled her nose at the offending package and sat back in her chair with folded arms.

"Ginny," Fred exclaimed in exasperation. "This one is fine. The one you really need to watch out for is your wedding present."

"Fred!" his twin exclaimed. "You shouldn't warn them about that. Just think how funny it'll be when it…" His voice trailed off and he

laughed at the prospect, making Harry take a mental note to avoid that particular package at all costs.

"Gin," Fred insisted, his eyes twinkling with delight. "Quick! Open it before Mum gets back. There's no way she'll approve."

"OK, then, " Ginny said slowly, a grin spreading across her face. She quickly tore the bow off the parcel, and ripped through the paper

until she could lift the lid. She held her breath, and winced away from the parcel as the lid raised slowly in her hands. Harry too, waited

in painful anticipation for the box to ricochet off the ceiling with an enormous bang, but it never came.

"What is it?" Hermione asked curiously, leaning across the table to stare at the contents of the parcel.

"Oh wow!" Ron exclaimed, enthusiastically delving into the parcel. "There's all sorts of stuff in here. Exploding Beetle Eyes. Do you

remember them, Harry?"

"Yes," Harry chuckled with a sudden delicious memory of green slime dripping off the end of Snape's nose, and the entire Slytherin

cohort glooping in the same sludge. "How could I forget?"

"There's Sizzling Soap," Ginny squealed, picking a tablet out of the container. "I've been dying to try one of these out on someone for

ages." She turned to Harry, who was looking somewhat perplexed and grabbed his arm. "You use the soap as normal, and after a few

minutes in contact with the water it starts to fizz. Then when you try to pick it up, it hops across the bath like a frog. It's absolutely

brilliant."

"And this?" Hermione said, reaching forward for a tiny circular mirror.

"Don't touch that!" Fred and George yelled in unison, making Hermione recoil her arm faster than if it had been a Blast Ended Skrewt.

"So what's all this in aid of?" Ginny said incredulously, smiling at her brothers.

"Well," George said, grinning back. "We know you're going ahead with this baby business, so we thought you could do with a real laugh

in the next couple of months before you've got to be sensible."

"So we put together a box of potential mischief," Fred laughed. "See how much chaos you can cause, Ginny, and we want to know all

about it."

"And don't forget to send us a toilet seat," George added, his eyes glinting in anticipation.

"But don't tell Mum," Fred urged his little sister. "She'll kill us for leading you astray if she finds out. Not that she can complain too

much, because I dare say Harry will be leading you astray in other ways soon enough."

"Oh, I do hope so," she chuckled impishly, making her brothers do a horrified double take, and Harry redden further. "Thank you," she

exclaimed, throwing an arm around each of her twin brothers and hugging them tightly. 

"You take care," George said, perfectly serious for once. "You might be the world's most irritating little sister, but you're our little sister,

and we'd quite like you back in one piece."

"Yes," Fred added, hugging her fondly once more. "And if you are going to do this baby thing, Ginny, just make sure you have a

Quidditch player."

"I'll see what I can do," she giggled. "Any particular position?"

Mrs Weasley bustled back into the kitchen amidst roars of laughter, and began to usher the four of them out of the house. Trunks and

bags were levered and wedged into the boots of the cars, amidst the squawking of two excited owls and the hissing vitriol of

Crookshanks. Ginny's parcel was squeezed on the top. Eventually, they were ready and settled down to a rather uneventful journey

through to the hustling pace of London streets and the bumper-to-bumper impatience of Muggle motorists creating a cacophony of horns.

"Keep your eyes open," Harry muttered grimly to Ginny on the stone forecourt, as he heaved their trunks onto station trolleys, and

balanced Hedwig's cage on his own. The snowy owl opened one sleepy amber eye and hooted softly at him before submerging her head

back under the fluffy downiness of her wing. Mrs Weasley was fussing around them more than ever, and the anxiety appeared to be

infectious. Ron appeared to have accumulated the obligatory trolley with the wonky wheel that squeaked ostentatiously as they made

their way nervously through the main concourse. Sharp-suited Muggles hurried past at top speed, gazes firmly focused on the square

inch of grubby white flooring immediately in front of them, briefcases clenched in one hand, telephones clamped to their ears by the

other. Snatches of conversations could be caught as they passed by.

"You've left it where? How many times have I told you how vital that was? Can't I trust you with anything?"

Harry's eyes were constantly alert, scanning the area around him for anything untoward, yet as they approached Platforms 9 and 10 and

the magical barrier through to the Hogwarts Express, he had seen nothing.

"I'll be pleased when you're all safely back at school," Mrs Weasley said, looking rather pale. "Harry, why don't you take Ginny through

first, and we'll follow right behind you? We've not got long before the barrier's sealed."

Harry glanced at the dominant black hands on the enormous clock that was suspended from the rafters of the station, and realised that

there were a mere five minutes to go before they departed. He nodded, his reply drowned out by a foggy tannoy announcement that

reverberated about the delayed ten twenty-eight to Bristol Temple Meads. He put one hand over Ginny's as they pushed their trolleys

forwards, determined that if some Dark wizard had somehow turned the barrier into a port key or portal, at least they'd end up wherever

it was together. Unobtrusively they slid through and materialised as normal in front of the scarlet steam train bearing the legend Hogwarts

Express.

Ron, Hermione and Mrs Weasley emerged from the barrier almost instantly, and without speaking, they hurried towards the furthest end

of the train, to where Mr Weasley was regarding the entire scene nervously. One thing struck Harry, as they wound their way down the

curving platform; there was a marked reduction in the quantity of pupils and parents. The area was still littered with groups of people

saying their goodbyes, but it was nowhere near the quantity they were used to. He felt a spasm of uneasiness wondering why this was

so. Had people been killed, or were parents simply too afraid to let their offspring return to the castle?

"I'm pleased you're here," Mr Weasley said, in a strained voice, helping them to stow their belongings in a empty carriage. "We need to

get the train off as quickly as possible. You remember Darius Parker? He's in charge here today, and he's about to explode with all this

tension. We've got every inch of the track covered between here and Hogwarts, but that doesn't mean anything these days." He regarded

all four of them seriously. "I want you to make sure you all stay together until you're actually safely in the castle."

"We will," Hermione promised readily, and the others nodded.

"We'll come through at the end of October if we can," Mrs Weasley whispered tearfully, kissing her daughter goodbye. "But not if it's

going to put you in danger. Either of you."

"We'll be fine," Ginny said, smiling sideways at Harry. "And I'll keep you posted about what's happening."

"Be careful what you write, Ginny," her father reminded her in an undertone. "Don't forget, letters are easily intercepted, and it's not

beyond the bounds of possibility that they're watching out for Hedwig. She's very distinctive."

"But…" Ginny began.

"I'm serious, Ginny," her father interrupted forcefully. "Keep to the castle, and do nothing where you could be at risk. It's not a game

and you know that better than most people."

"We'll owl when we get there," Ron said, hugging his mother. "Try not to worry, Mum. We'll all look after her."

"I know you will," Mrs Weasley smiled at him through her tears. "You be good as well!"

The guard blew his whistle, and amidst plentiful hugs and kisses they clambered hastily aboard, waving frantically. The train screeched

as the pressure built up inside the engine, shooting clouds of billowing steam into the air. With a gentle jolt, they staggered sideways and

were off. Panting and puffing the train gathered speed, until the figures on the platform became merely tiny red-headed blurs in the

distance.

"Well," Ron proclaimed, sighing heavily in relief, and collapsing into one of the seats in the compartment. "That was fun!"

"They're just worried, Ron," Hermione explained patiently, sliding the window up to close it and settling down herself. She leaned over

and pulled a book out of her bag, skipping through the pages until she found her place. Harry inclined slightly sideways and read the title

of the volume, "Dark Arts: Defence and Defeat."

"Any good?" he asked curiously.

"It's really interesting," Hermione replied earnestly. "There's a section here on different types of spells to protect from extreme Dark Arts

attacks. It's got the Fidelius Charm in it, and another possible one, called the Obmolior Charm. I think that might be worth looking into

Harry. It creates a form of shield around you, but there are all sorts of varieties of this spell, and I've not got very far with it yet."

"Sounds like it might work," Harry said, feeling a bit more optimistic. "We've got to see Dumbledore when we get there tonight, so I'll

ask him about it then. Thanks Hermione."

The train rattled along the lines heading north, the greyness of the towering London skyline giving way to the fertile fields, now harvested

of their crops. Furrows ploughed up and down the rich brown soil seemed to comb the landscape into neat submission, sunlight shining

brightly on the scene, the trees and hedges still green with summer leaves. The soft southern images blended with the more rugged

variety of the north, as hedging turned into dry stone walling that fractured the landscape, snaking up and over the hills. The sky was

darkening with rain clouds swirling heavily overhead, indicating an impending downpour on the heathery moors.

Ginny had dozed off, and shifted slightly against Harry, making him smile; her head, lolling on his shoulder, responded to every lurch of

the train. The carriage had been unusually silent, each of them caught up in their own web of thoughts, as the engine puffed them ever

closer to their goal.

"Can't be far now," Ron commented suddenly, as the rain began to pelt down on the window. 

"About an hour, I think," Hermione said, glancing at her watch. "The Ministry seem to have got us all well protected."

At these words there was a sharp squeal of brakes from the scarlet steam engine, and the lights in the compartment flickered unevenly,

casting an eerie glow across their alarmed faces. Harry felt his mouth go dry, as the train shuddered to a standstill and stood there

panting. Ginny blinked sleepily and sat up.

"W-What's going on?" she yawned in bewilderment, pushing her hair back out of her face.

"Dunno," her brother remarked, getting to his feet and peering out of the window, up and down the track. "Last time anything like this

happened was back in our third year when the…" his voice broke off and he looked at Harry.

"Dementors," Harry's voice cracked, and he reached instinctively for his wand.

"It can't be," Hermione said, attempting to sound brisk, but failing dismally. "There haven't been any reports of Dementors in this area,

have there?"

"No," Ginny said quietly. "But that's not to say there aren't any." She picked up her wand from the seat and headed over to the

compartment door, opening it slowly. The babble of confusion from their fellow students assaulted their ears, some of the younger

students sounded as if they were in tears as the lights dimmed ominously once more.

"I'm going to go and find out," Harry said, leaping up, and squeezing past Ginny in the doorway. "I can't just sit here."

"Harry, you can't," Hermione cried. "We promised we'd stay together until we got there."

"What am I supposed to do?" Harry yelled at her frightened face. "Hermione, you can't expect me to stay here and wait like some kind

of sitting duck." A pause. The train carriages creaked slightly in the wind, the rain dripping noisily on the roof.

"Stay," Ginny whispered, reaching for his hand. "If only for the reason you're the only one of us who can do a proper Patronus. If you

go and it is Dementors…" Her words trailed away but the implication of his actions were clear. Harry sighed heavily, and came back into

the compartment, closing the door firmly behind him. The dim yellow lights flickered feebly and then went out, plunging them into the

purplish-blue darkness of early evening. Terrified screams echoed along the corridor, making Harry's heart begin to pound, his senses

heightened. He adjusted his grip on his wand. Slow footsteps could be identified heading in their direction from the front of the train, step

by step as if with a premeditated determination. Harry steeled his nerves.

"Lumos," Ron muttered, a thin beam of light appearing out of his wand. He cast it around the compartment, illuminating the whiteness of

their faces, and then he twitched it to the door, as the footsteps came to a decided halt right outside. The door slid slowly open, the

blackness of long garments illuminated in the wand light which rose shakily up the figure. A whimper emanated from someone behind

him, and Harry lifted his wand, waiting for the wave of chilling coldness to rush over him, mind focused on what he had to do.

"I've been looking all over for you!" a familiar voice rang out of the darkness, bringing with it a shuddering sense of anti-climax and

relief. 

"Neville!" Hermione exclaimed, dragging him into their compartment. "We… we thought you were… Oh, never mind."

"I wonder what's happening," Ron mused, rocking nervously back and forth on his heels, as the lights suddenly glimmered back into a

little life.

"The wards have gone down over part of the track by Hogwarts," Neville explained, his round face eager with the news. They stared at

him incredulously. "They're trying to get them back up, so they stopped us where we're safe."

"How do you know?" Harry asked quickly.

"I went up to the front to see that witch for some chocolate frogs," Neville confessed. "I was asleep earlier when she came round with

the trolley. The owl arrived from the Ministry when I was there."

There was a universal sigh of relief. That would certainly make a lot of sense, especially after what they knew from Mr Weasley's

involvement in this operation. Harry sank back into his seat, pulling Ginny with him, and hugged her tightly. They waited.

The train jerked forwards suddenly, with a hiss of pent up steam, and they were on their way once more, rattling along the rails to

Hogwarts and safety.
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Back to Normality

                                               “Love is a fan club with only two fans

                                            Love is walking holding paint-stained hands

                                                          Love is.”

                                                     “Love is”: Adrian Henri

The golden sunbeams of late summer stretched lazily into the seventh year boys’ dormitory, casting dappled patches of light across the dark wooden floor and up the

wall beside Harry’s bed. The sound of early morning birds twittering somewhere in the vicinity of the window, penetrated Harry’s drowsy brain. He blinked sleepily,

and rolled onto his back, stretching luxuriously the full length of the bed and relishing the sensation. The sky was lightening to a clear blue, perfect for Quidditch, and

he had every intention of putting his team through their paces later in the day. There was a grunting snore from Neville. Harry grinned sleepily. It was good to be

back. 

His mind wandered vaguely over his conversation with Dumbledore the previous evening, after the Sorting and the feast. He had suppressed a shudder as he had

entered the headmaster’s circular office; his previous visit had been last March when he had been half-carried in there, bleeding profusely from the wound sliced

deeply into the top of his arm, and in so much pain elsewhere he couldn’t stand. The barely conscious blurred nightmare of that experience haunted him still, even

though the broken bones and injured body had healed long ago. Ginny had understood last night, guiding him into a chair with gentle hands, and perching protectively

on the arm beside him, to face Dumbledore together. The conversation had been tense and spoken quickly in low voices for fear of detection.

Harry shifted in bed, sitting up slightly to punch his pillows before settling down once more, to the thought of Dumbledore’s bright blue eyes seeming grave, as he had

listened to them steadily outlining their plans. Dumbledore had looked unwaveringly at them with the penetrating gaze Harry knew so well, appearing to be carefully

weighing up the matter. At the mention of a Halloween wedding, he had got to his feet, and bent carefully over a complicated astrological model by the window,

muttering various incantations, and making the coloured planets rotate on their axis. Harry had watched as he frowned over it, examining everything in microscopic

detail, tilting his venerable head this way and that. Finally he had sighed heavily, and resumed his seat behind the desk, expressing anxiety about Voldemort in the

interim, but agreeing with their plans, commenting that the planetary alignments were very favourable for that date.

Harry hugged his pillow tightly to him, recollecting Dumbledore’s stern warnings, that everything must appear as normal, whatever sacrifices they had to make. He

pulled a wry face, remembering that they had promised to keep to their own dormitories, even after the marriage, to avoid suspicion. It was not what he had

imagined, but if it kept Ginny safe, then it was definitely worth doing, and besides, she had to make far more sacrifices than he did. For Ginny, even Hogsmeade

visits were out of the question once the baby was on the way, and problems needed to be dealt with in the study of certain subjects. Ginny’s face had been quite a

picture when Dumbledore had indicated that it would be inadvisable to attempt personal transfiguration, due to possible adverse affect of her shape changing on the

baby. Transfiguration was by far her favourite subject, and the one at which she excelled. His mind roamed back over the conversation and the complexities of the

matter.

“So what am I meant to do?” Ginny had demanded, nettled by this unforeseen problem. “Not doing Transfiguration is hardly carrying on as normal, is it? What’s

Professor McGonagall going to say?”

“I would suggest we let Professor McGonagall know the truth of the matter,” Dumbledore said thoughtfully. “She is your Head of House, after all, and in a perfect

position to keep an eye on you and your well being.” His eyes twinkled gently at Ginny’s outraged face. “In the meantime, to avoid suspicion, I suggest you begin a

more specialised advanced course of Transfiguration in class time; a theoretical study of Animagi for this year. Next year, we will see about letting you put that into

practise, as well as your N.E.W.T.s work. Would that be a reasonable compromise?”

“Yes,” Ginny gasped in excitement. “That would be… it would be incredible! You’d let me do that? Really?” 

“Yes,” Dumbledore had chuckled gently. “Unless Professor McGonagall has any objections, you most certainly appear have the aptitude for it. We have run

advanced courses for certain students before, so it is unlikely to arouse any suspicion.”

“Like Hermione in Arithmancy?” Harry asked.

“Exactly like Hermione,” Dumbledore responded warmly, leaning back in his chair once more. 

“Hang on a moment,” Ginny said slowly, a frown furrowing her brow. “If I can’t do Transfiguration, then how am I going to hide the pregnancy from everyone?”

“I would suggest a Charm of Illusion.” Dumbledore reached onto the shelf behind him for a slender volume with light-coloured leather

binding, and offered it to her. “They’re easy to perform, and well within your capabilities.”

“So how do they work?” Harry said quickly, leaning over to see the book in Ginny’s hands. “I’ve heard of them before, but never seen one done.”

“It’s almost like your invisibility cloak, Harry,” Dumbledore explained, smiling gently. “This spell creates an illusion that things are much the same as they have always

been, so Ginny will appear to be exactly the same as you see her now. However, like your invisibility cloak, the reality can be felt. This charm won’t affect the baby

at all.”

“I can do that,” Ginny said, firmly.  She chuckled rather unexpectedly, and added, “I just need to be careful about who I run into in a few months time, that’s all.”

There was a short pause, and Harry reached for Ginny’s hand.

“Professor,” Harry said uncertainly, looking at the genial face. “There is one other thing…” This had been bothering him since Dumbledore’s visit to The Burrow at

the end of July. He gripped Ginny’s hand more tightly, knowing that she wouldn’t like what he was about to ask, and pressed on. “You know what happened to my

mum and dad?” Dumbledore nodded thoughtfully and gestured for Harry to continue. “I don’t want that to happen to Ginny. If… If Voldemort does come after us, I

want her to be able to get out of there somehow, and the baby too. I know she’s not old enough, but surely some sort of exception can be made to let her

Apparate?”

“Harry!” Ginny exclaimed, sounding completely scandalised by the very suggestion. She twisted on the arm of the chair to face him, breathing very unsteadily. “I

couldn’t leave you anywhere with… with him. You can’t ask me to do that. I won’t. No way.”

“Ginny, you’re going to have to,” Harry insisted emphatically. He wasn’t prepared to argue with her on this matter. “There is no way

I’m having you or the baby in that sort of danger, not knowing we can make other arrangements.”

“No!” she cried, dark brown eyes gazing into his own, desperately seeking for him to relent.

“The baby, Ginny,” he said with increasing emotion. “If it happens we’ve got to get him out of there, and I don’t want our child to grow up the way I had to. If you

can Apparate out of there, you’ve got to.”

“Ginny will be unable to Apparate,” Dumbledore interrupted quietly, before things became even more heated. Harry stopped dead and looked at him curiously. “It’s

too dangerous whilst she is pregnant and afterwards, Apparition is only possible for one person, so she would be unable to take the child with her. You must have

wondered why your mother didn’t do that with you?”

“I… I s’pose,” Harry said slowly, his brain whirling round in circles. “I still want them out of there though, not trapped... not with Voldemort.”

“We always travelled by Floo Powder when I was small,” Ginny offered somewhat reluctantly.

“There’s no guarantee you’ll be anywhere near a fireplace,” Harry said despondently. “Anyway, you skin your elbows as it is. Can you imagine travelling that way

with a baby in your arms?”

“Might I make a suggestion?” Dumbledore said gently. “A port key would make most sense in this particular scenario. Perhaps some object that Ginny could carry

with her, to transport them back to The Burrow if she saw fit. It would be safest and quickest, and something we really should have thought of for your mother and

you all those years ago, Harry.” The sadness in Dumbledore’s expression struck Harry forcefully, the lines creasing around the blueness of his intelligent eyes, made

him seem weary as if he had seen this pain far too many times before.

Harry closed his own eyes and sighed heavily to himself, the warmth of his bed losing some of its pleasure. This was far more complicated and dangerous than even

he had envisioned, but what else could they do? Like Ginny, he had every intention of making the most of these last few weeks, and that was going to start with

Quidditch that very evening. Harry was proud of the fact that Gryffindor had won every single house cup they had competed in since he had arrived at the school,

and his final year was going to be no different, not if he had anything to say about it. Despite the increase in threats from the Death Eaters, Harry had been relieved to

discover that Quidditch practises were still permitted before curfew, under the watchful eye of Madam Hooch. Harry had booked a session immediately; after all the

stresses and strains of the past few weeks, a rigorous training session leaving him on the brink of exhaustion was just what he needed.

Stepping some time later into the vastness of the Great Hall from the bright sunshine in the entrance hall, Harry cast his eyes around. The blueness of the sky, with the

merest wisps of clouds drifting like smoke, lifted his mood almost at once. The warmth of the Indian summer was wonderful, seeming somehow to envelop him in a

sensation of security, despite the increase in Dark activity beyond the grounds. He headed across to the Gryffindor table, seeing Ron, Hermione and Ginny already

chatting over breakfast, noticing with a slight lurch of his stomach that his observations at King’s Cross Station, and in the half-light of the feast, had indeed been

correct. There were certainly far fewer students lining the long house tables than usual, gaps clearly evident in the rows. He settled himself down next to Ginny and

helped himself to some toast before the timetables were passed down towards them. Harry quickly scanned through it and pulled a wry face at Ron.

“It’s Potions first,” he commented bleakly. Ron glanced down at his own copy and his face fell immediately as he saw the horrors in store.

“Herbology; that’s not so bad. Care of Magical Creatures,” he read.

“Wonder what Hagrid’s got in store for us now?” Harry chuckled, knowing full well that Hagrid would have found some new hybrid of monster to mummy over the

holidays. None of them could forget the wyvern he had acquired for them once; a very vicious dragon-like creature, who shot green jets of savage flame over thirty

feet and had set most members of the class alight at one point or another. Even Hermione, who usually tried to look at things from a stoical academic point of view,

had refused to go anywhere near it after it had narrowly missed her with a slash from its lethally barbed tail.

“And then…” Ron began, his face taking on an almost comical depair. He looked at Harry.

“Divination,” they proclaimed, united in dismay.

Hermione snorted, and reached for another slice of toast, carefully studying her own rather complex timetable and frowning.

“I can foresee… Oh it is too terrible… Oh my poor dear boy,” Ginny announced theatrically in her best misty voice, clutching tightly at Harry’s arm, eyes widening

to appear almost as large as Trelawney’s. Ron spluttered his tea across the table.

“So what exactly can you see in your tea leaves this morning, oh wise one?” Harry teased.

“I can see that you’re about to pass me that jug of orange juice,” Ginny smiled, nodding down the table towards it. Harry leaned over and gave it to her, chuckling

madly.

“It’s amazing,” he said in mock-wonder. “Your predictions are just so accurate Miss Weasley. How do you do it? Let me into your secret, I beg you!”

“Natural talent, I suppose,” she giggled, pouring herself a juice. She grinned at Harry, making his heart somersault.

“Don’t look now, Ginny,” Hermione said suddenly in a warning undertone. “Your fan club is on their way over.”

“No!” she exclaimed, twisting in her seat and seeing that it was undeniably true. Four small second year boys were heading across the hall with eager expressions.

They had been somewhat smitten with Ginny since last November, when she had rescued them from a classroom where they were being terrorised by Peeves, and

followed her adoringly around the place at every opportunity. Harry turned to tease her about their undying affection, just in time to see a whirl of black robes and

flaming red hair disappear beneath the great wooden table.

“Er, Gin?” he chuckled, feeling her bumping against his legs.

“I’m not here,” she hissed, as the boys approached the Gryffindor end of the room, and came to a halt right behind Ron and Hermione.

“Um… excuse me…” the tallest of the four boys said nervously, running a hand through his hair.

“Yes Philip?” Ron replied, sighing in exasperation. His little sister’s lower school admiration society had been the bane of his life for most of last year. “What can I do

for you today?”

“Well… er… we… we thought we saw your sister here before,” a tiny brown-haired boy squeaked, tremoring slightly.

“Ginny?” Harry asked innocently, glancing around the hall. He suppressed a chuckle as he felt Ginny tugging angrily on his robes. “Well, I certainly don’t see her

anywhere. Do you?”

“No,” the boy responded, looking extremely downcast and riddled with disappointment.

“Did you want her for anything special?” Hermione interjected kindly, as one of the boys looked as if he were about to burst into floods of tears at the slightest

provocation.

“Well, yes,” the tall blonde one added, with a sense of self-importance. “It was because we’re starting up a Muggle poetry club and we wondered if she’d help us,

or be our patron or something.” He blushed furiously and added, “We think she’s smashing.” Harry bit his lip to stop himself from laughing out loud at the sensation

of Ginny banging her forehead repeatedly against his knee in disbelief.

“I’m sure she would love to help you out,” Ron chuckled wickedly. “Ow!” he yelped suddenly, much to the bewilderment of the four younger boys. “Er… I banged

my leg on the table. Sorry,” he explained quickly, massaging the injured area.

“I think you should ask Ginny,” Hermione said tactfully, trying to soothe the matter. “She can’t have gone far. Have you tried the library?”

“No,” the tiny brown-haired boy replied, beginning to sound excited once more. His voice grew more and more high-pitched. “Do you really think she’ll be there?

Thank you! Thank you! Come on you lot, let’s go and find her.”

They clattered across the Great Hall in a stampede of exuberance, into the bright sunshine of the foyer beyond, at which point, Harry reached under the table and

hauled Ginny out. She re-emerged looking rather flustered and dishevelled and very pink in the face.

“Poor kids,” Harry teased her gently. “I’d have thought that you of all people would have remembered what having a massive crush was like.”

“Yeah, I do,” Ginny laughed, flushing even more furiously. “How could I ever forget? But there are four of them, and you were embarrassed enough with just me.

Imagine having Philip, Benet, Marcus and Astor springing out at you from every corner of the castle.”

“I suppose they’re not half as attractive as my fan club,” Harry laughed, winking at her; her eyes twinkled up at him and the romance of the moment was shattered by

a vomiting noise emanating from Ron.

“Not at breakfast,” he protested, scraping his chair back and getting to his feet. Hermione followed suit, rummaging under the table for her over laden school bag.

“Come on then,” she urged, glancing at her watch. “Let’s get down there. We can’t give Snape an excuse to take points off us on the first day.”

“Do we have to go?” Ron moaned, pulling a face at her. “I know you’ve got the Head Girl image to keep up and everything, but can’t we just miss it, just this

once?”

“No way!” she exclaimed. “Snape or no Snape, you’re going to need these lessons to pass your N.E.W.T.s, Ron.”

“So, what have you got, Gin?” Harry enquired as they approached the marble staircase that was to separate them. The high arched windows of the room drenched

them in sunshine, and Ginny hair glittered and bounced energetically with a myriad of colours.

“Charms,” she said cheerfully. “I’ve not got a bad day on the whole, to be honest.”

Harry glanced around quickly to make sure they were unobserved, and then bent and muttered in her ear.

“Ginny, can you do me a copy of your timetable, please? You know, just in case.”

She glanced quizzically at him and nodded thoughtfully, darting up to kiss him quickly on the cheek.

“I will,” she whispered. “And can I have yours? You know,” she smiled. “Just in case.”

They separated, rather reluctantly, and Ginny headed slowly up the ornate beauty of the white marble staircase. Harry turned to catch up with Ron and Hermione,

who were waiting patiently for him at the mouth to the cold, dark underground warren of passageways that twisted down to the dungeons. They were just about to

descend and be engulfed by muffled echoes when a final noise reached their ears, making them collapse into helpless fits of laughter; a shrieking of high-pitched tones

squealing, “Ginny!” and a torrent of footsteps hammering up the stairs above them.
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Patronus and a Promise

                                                   “Till the sun grows cold,

                                                    And the stars are old,

                                         And the leaves of the Judgement Book unfold.”

                                                Bayard Taylor: “Bedouin Song”

Heading down the sun-streaked corridor with Ron and Hermione, to the final lesson of the day, Harry felt particularly cheerful. School had reverted life to a

mundanely reassuring pace, the terrors of the holidays seeming somehow to fade amongst the gossiping portraits, and clanking suits of armour that lined the

corridors. The challenges of the work expected of them that year were immense, bags sagging under the weight of heavy text books as they struggled from lesson to

lesson. Homework seemed to change into a life form of its own, breeding silently when they weren’t looking, multiplying simple pieces of research into horrifying

monsters to be wrestled into submission each night. 

As ever, once at Hogwarts, they seemed to be oddly isolated from the real world, only Hermione’s copies of the Daily Prophet and anxious letters from various

members of the Weasley family informing them of the situation beyond the castle walls. Harry was surprised to discover that some days were so normal that when he

glanced up at Ginny over his homework, he felt a jolt in his stomach as he suddenly remembered they were to be married in a matter of weeks. It still didn’t seem

real sometimes.

The corridor was cluttered with black-robed students jostling as they headed in various directions, and Harry caught a fleeting glimpse of familiar bright red hair

bounding upwards towards Muggle Studies, before they turned the corner, passed through a tapestry concealed doorway, and clattered down a flight of rickety

narrow stairs for their Defence Against the Dark Arts lesson.

“I still think it’s weird having him teaching us,” Ron grumbled to Harry as they neared the bottom of the stairs.

“I can’t see why,” Hermione retorted, adjusting the weight of her bag on her shoulder. “I know he used to teach Transfiguration, but don’t forget, he’s been involved

in defending us from the Dark Arts most of his life. It tells you all about it in ‘Hogwarts: A History’. You really should read it Ron.”

“And we all know that Dumbledore is particularly famous for his defeat of the dark wizard Grindlewald in 1945,” Harry added, causing Ron to look at him in

astonishment. “Chocolate frog collector’s card,” Harry admitted sheepishly.

They came to a halt in the corridor outside the classroom and leaned patiently against the wall with the rest of the class, waiting for Dumbledore to arrive. 

“I suppose it makes a lot of sense him wanting to teach us the Dark Arts stuff himself,” Ron commented, dropping his bag on the floor with a thud. “After some of

the teachers we’ve had in the past few years, and what’s going on out there now, I suppose he doesn’t want to take any more risks.”

“Wonder what he’s got for us today,” Hermione said eagerly, glancing impatiently at the arched oak door, clearly wondering where the Headmaster was.

“Could be anything,” Harry replied, shrugging his shoulders. “I hope we get out quickly though; I want to see Ginny for a while before Quidditch practise tonight.”

“Not a chance,” Ron laughed suddenly. “She’s got that detention with Professor Flitwick tonight, don’t you remember?”

“Now which detention is that one?” Harry groaned, mentally working his way through the various punishments Ginny had acquired since the start of term. “Was that

the cushion that turned into a chicken that they couldn’t catch? Or was it the parchment that spontaneously self-combusts when you try to write on it and almost

burned through the desk?”

“Neither,” Ron chuckled. “She’s still got the parchment detention to do with McGonagall on Friday. The Flitwick one was the shrinking dust she put on his stack of

books.”

“It’s not funny,” Hermione said crossly, as Ron and Harry collapsed into fits of laughter at the mental image of tiny Professor Flitwick gradually sinking towards the

floor and disappearing from view behind his desk. “Anything could have happened.”

“At this rate she’s going to need a booking system for her detentions,” Harry shook his head in laughing exasperation. “I don’t even think Fred and George managed

as many as this when they were here. They’d be proud.”

Silence suddenly fell across the class like dusk closing in on a winter’s day, as Dumbledore drifted into view. The pure white of his flowing hair and beard glinted in

the sunlight that danced through the arched windows of that landing, dark purple robes fluttering in his wake. His face relaxed into a genial smile as he twinkled at the

class, regarding them through his half-moon spectacles.

“Good afternoon,” he said, looking along the row of Gryffindor seventh years, who instinctively tugged robes straight and stopped slouching against the wall under

his penetrating gaze. “We have quite a lesson in store. Come in, come in.” A flick of his wand and the oak door creaked open revealing a darkened interior to his

classroom. With some hesitation the class trooped in, eyes slowly adjusting to the gloom after the bright sunlight of the corridor beyond.

“Wonder what this is for,” Ron muttered, bending to pick up the stool he had just sent crashing to the ground. “Well, at least he can’t expect us to do any writing in

this sort of light, and that can only be a good thing.”

“Ron!” Hermione exclaimed, appearing to sound frustrated with his lack of enthusiasm, yet through the darkness, Harry could just make out her reaching for Ron’s

hand, and a swift exchange of grins. He averted his gaze. There was little enough privacy at Hogwarts, something he knew all too well, and he certainly wasn’t going

to begrudge his two best friends a snatched moment of intimacy.

“Now then, Defence Against the Dark Arts has always been taught as simply that at Hogwarts,” Dumbledore began, looking from face to face in turn. “Yet now we

find ourselves in a situation where that is no longer enough. You are becoming adult wizards in a world where defence is inadequate, and you will need to battle with

the Dark Arts in order to survive. You all know what it is like, either to experience personal loss, or to encounter the brutality of what those involved in the Dark

Arts can do.” His eyes rested briefly on Harry and there was a slight inclination of his head. “What I intend to teach you this year, as my time is brief, is how to fight

against the Dark Arts; to show you how it may be possible to encounter them and live.”

There was an awed silence across the classroom, a hush that was rarely heard in other lessons, total attention given to the wizard before them who spoke with such

authority. Even Lavender had given up fiddling with her eagle feather quill, and it lay inert in her hands.

“These lessons will not be easy,” Dumbledore continued, his eyes constantly roaming their frightened faces. “And at times may even involve an element of pain,

perhaps more. However, you need to know how to face what is out there, and the best way of doing that is by experience. We shall begin with something you are all

familiar with: Dementors.”

A murmur rippled across the classroom, and faded almost instantly to nothing. Surely Dumbledore wouldn’t bring a real Dementor to class for them to practise on?

“Can anyone tell me a spell that can be used on a Dementor?”

As ever, Hermione’s hand shot in the air, narrowly missing Harry’s glasses in her eagerness. Dumbledore smiled.

“Miss Granger,” he said, gesturing for her to speak.

“The Patronus,” she said. “It forms a barrier to protect you from the Dementors and drives them back so they can’t drive you to despair, or perform the

Dementors’ kiss. Each Patronus is unique to the wizard that conjures it.” Dumbledore nodded gravely, and his eyes travelled one pace to her right.

“Mr Potter.”

Harry sat bolt upright and looked uneasily at the Headmaster.

“Yes?” he answered uncertainly, sincerely wishing he were elsewhere. The last thing he felt like doing was reliving the deaths of his parents, especially given his fears

of history repeating itself with Ginny and their child.

“Perhaps you would care to demonstrate the Patronus for the rest of the class? Not on a real Dementor, of course, but rather an image of one, a mere fragment of

the reality.”

Harry nodded slowly, not really seeing how he could refuse, and got to his feet, moving towards the front of the classroom with a heavy heart. Dumbledore waved

his wand, and with an expression of ferocious concentration, muttered an incantation beneath his breath. In the dimness of the light a darkly cloaked figure appeared,

hazy, yet frighteningly real as it drew in a ghastly rattling breath, reducing the temperature of the room dramatically as it glided towards him. The voices of his deepest

fears were there, although fainter than usual; his mother’s final screams, unexpectedly blurring into those of Ginny when she had been hit by the Avada Kedavara

only a year before. He couldn’t listen to the memories; he knew that. He clutched his wand tightly, fixing his mind on the happiest thing he could find. Ginny. She

loved him. She was to be his wife. To be with her always.

“Expecto Patronum.”

The silvery mist shot out of his wand, forming instantly into the shape of the stag, which bent his noble head and charged the Dementor down, the illusion evaporating

into thin air, and the stag returning obediently to Harry once more, acknowledging him with a bow of its great antlers, before it too disappeared.

Harry suddenly became aware of the rest of the class holding their breath with fear. A long drawn out gasp of relief came in unison as he looked up at Dumbledore.

“Very good,” Dumbledore commented, smiling gently at him. “How did that compare with the real thing?”

“Very close,” Harry admitted, before heading back to his seat. “Not as powerful, but apart from that it was just the same.”

One by one, the class were called to attempt the spell, with varying degrees of success. Most managed a faint wisp of silvery smoke out of their wands after a few

attempts, earning praise from their Headmaster, yet the real surprise came when Ron was faced with the challenge. A disconcerted look crossed his features as the

Dementor glided menacingly in his direction, and Harry noticed him back up a little before standing his ground, and casting the spell with real determination. The

silvery smoke that emanated from his wand took shape, heading purposefully towards the Dementor. Harry squinted for a second before he realised what it was,

and glanced across at Hermione who was glued to the scene, her hand covering her mouth. The ghostly knight on horseback, reminded Harry instantly of the game

they had played with Professor McGonagall’s giant chess set, way back in their first year, and Ron’s Patronus was certainly enough to dispatch the illusion with a

brisk slice of it’s sword. Applause broke out across the room, and Ron looked rather stunned with his achievement.

“Excellent,” Dumbledore said. “Very well done, indeed. It seems that this spell is a particular strength of your family. Your sister

produced a rather beautiful unicorn this morning, you’ll be delighted to hear.” 

Ron blushed furiously, then grinned, and resumed his seat to let Hermione try her luck.

“What do you reckon?” he muttered to Harry. “Hers will be a copy of  ‘Hogwarts: A History’?”

Harry bit back the laughter, and watched Hermione carefully. She stumbled backwards, her face contorted with fear as the Dementor approached, soundlessly

mouthing the words,

                                         “Expecto Patronum. Expecto Patronum. Expec…”

  Her panic was clearly building. Ron leapt to his feet, looking anxiously at Dumbledore, who twitched his wand slightly, making the spectre draw in the trademark rattling breath of doom. Hermione screamed.

“Finite Incantem.”  The figure vanished immediately at Dumbledore’s command, and the darkness which had engulfed the room all lesson, steadily began to

disperse, allowing daylight in. Hermione stood rooted to the spot, trembling from head to foot, shaking her head in desperation. Dumbledore spoke quietly to her,

before turning to the rest of the class.

“Are you OK?” Harry heard Ron ask her, as the rest of the Gryffindors were packing their things away and leaving, having been dismissed with chocolate at the end

of the lesson. Hermione shook her head, and buried her face in Ron’s shoulder, shuddering with silent sobs. He hugged her tightly, and looked quizzically over at

Harry, both of them completely bewildered about what had happened to her.

“It’s a really difficult spell to do, Hermione,” Harry said quietly. “The only reason I can do it is because of all of those lessons Lupin gave me back in the third year.

And look on the bright side, at least you don’t pass out every time you see a Dementor the way I used to.”

“It was probably a complete fluke that I managed it,” Ron added, taking his cue from Harry, and rubbing his hand across her back reassuringly. “You’ll get the hang

of it fast enough; you always do.”

“It’s not that,” Hermione raised her tear stained face to look at them. She heaved a shaky sigh. “You know what I heard when I saw that Dementor?” Harry felt a

chill run through him. He shivered suddenly.

“It wasn’t… Not…not last March?” Harry’s voice cracked. Hermione nodded, hot tears beginning to spill down her cheeks once more. 

“It was awful, Harry,” she choked, reaching for his hand and squeezing it. “It was like reliving the whole thing all over again. I could hear you yelling, and that awful

chanting. I knew what they were going to do and I couldn’t do anything to stop them. I thought… I thought you were dead and…”

“I’m sorry,” Harry whispered, not knowing what else to say.

“It’s hardly your fault,” Hermione retorted forcefully, sounding suddenly a bit more like herself again. She gulped, and rummaged ineffectively through her robes for a

handkerchief.

“Hermione,” Harry said slowly, noticing that she still had a vice-like grip on his fingers. “You know what I heard this time?”

“Your mum before she died?” she guessed, her voice sounding rather wobbly. “You’ve said that was what you heard before.”

“I did hear her,” Harry admitted, and took a breath to steady himself. “But that wasn’t all. I heard Ginny this time.”

“Ginny?” Ron interrupted suddenly, looking rather pale. “What was she doing?”

“Screaming when Voldemort tried to kill her,” Harry said, forcing back his emotions with some effort. The Dementor-like experience had made that hurt rather raw

again. “Hermione, you’ve got to fight through that. There’s nothing you can do to change past memories, but you can hang onto something really good. No matter

how much they’re trying to make me despair, I know Ginny loves me, and the thought of her strengthens my Patronus.” He caught Ron’s eye and felt himself flush,

realising what he’d just admitted out loud.

“You know what I heard when Dumbledore set that Dementor illusion on me?” Ron said, looking thoughtfully at Harry, and running his hand nervously through his

hair. “It took me back to the Hospital Wing, that night when we thought Ginny was dead. Brought all those feelings flooding back.” He frowned suddenly, and

glanced around the room, finding it deserted with the door closed. “Harry, it’s just made me realise something,” he added totally seriously. “It’s made me see why

you’re going to marry her, and I’ve been a complete prat about it for the past few weeks.” Harry opened his mouth to object, but Ron shook his head. “Shut up for

once and listen,” he insisted urgently. “I know anything could happen this year. You Know Who isn’t going to let you get away with this if he finds out about it, so

Harry, whatever I can do to stop him, and I mean anything, I’ll do it.”

Harry stared at him, not really knowing what to say. A great weight seemed to be lifted from his shoulders, as Ron’s promise sunk in. Ron was with them on this

now, not just as a disapproving bystander who supported them because he had to, but rather, by his own acknowledgment, because he wanted to fight this battle

right along with them. Harry knew Ron well enough to understand that he would never make that sort of promise lightly, and ‘anything’ really did mean just that.

“Me too,” Hermione whispered, squeezing his fingers one more time before finally letting Harry’s hand fall. “Whatever it takes.”

                                                            *****

Glancing up over a teetering pile of homework books later that evening, Harry saw the portrait hole swing open and a familiar figure clamber hastily through. He

smiled across at Ginny, noticing the rest of the common room hastily gathering their belongings towards them. Of late, when Ginny had been around, quills had had a

tendency to behave rather strangely after they had been left unattended for any length of time, turning people into a rainbow of colours when they picked them up,

exploding, or occasionally taking flight and swooping around the circular room as if they were still attached to the birds they had originated from. Harry found the

whole thing extremely entertaining, as did Fred and George if their enthusiastic letters to their little sister were anything to go by.

“How did it go?” Harry grinned, as Ginny flopped into a chair beside him.

“Flitwick gives the nicest ever detentions,” she chuckled, rooting around in her bag for her homework. “I’ve spent the past two hours learning how to do Locating

Charms, and finding stuff around the place for him. I even came across a hair slide I lost in there back in the first year.”

“So it was a real punishment, then?” Harry teased her, feeling the familiar quivering sensation in his stomach as he watched her hair glow with a coppery sheen in the

firelight. She giggled mischievously, and glanced back up at him, eyes sparkling.

“I’m just grateful Hagrid doesn’t give detentions,” she confessed, biting her lip. “I took the Dancing Dust down there with me this morning.”

“And?” Harry suddenly had visions of Hagrid pirouetting across the lawns in a frilly pink tutu.

“Well, the Manticore was a bit surprised by it,” she spluttered. “And having more legs than you do, his tap dancing routine was a little more complicated. A very

impressive performance all the same.” 

“Ginny!” Harry burst out laughing. “You’re going to get into real trouble if you keep this up for much longer.”

“Speaking of trouble,” she said, in a much lower voice as she leaned towards him. “You’re going to kill me for this. You know I’ve got that detention with

McGonagall on Friday?”

“For the Pyroclastic Parchment,” Harry nodded. “Yes. What about it?”

“She stopped me on the way back up here tonight,” Ginny whispered ruefully. “And she said I had to bring you to her office along with me. I think she wants to talk

to us about… you know... things.”

“Great,” Harry said dismally. “So I’ll just cancel Quidditch practise for a detention I haven’t earned then, shall I?”

“Sorry,” she looked troubled for a moment, and then her expression brightened up. She glanced around quickly, and seeing that no one was nearby, she wriggled

closer to Harry and tickled his ear somewhat seductively with the warmth of her breath. “Anyway, it has the potential to be absolutely hilarious. Can you imagine if

McGonagall tries to talk to us about sex?” Harry felt himself grinning widely at the concept of the rather formal Head of Gryffindor House tackling such a topic.

“Potter. Miss Weasley,” Ginny began, mimicking Professor McGonagall’s clipped and disapproving accent to perfection. “What we must look at is the practical

application of method.”

.
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A Detention and a Dream

                                                       “Time is fleeting,

                                              And our hearts, though stout and brave,

                                                Still, like muffled drums are beating

                                                 Funeral marches to the grave.”

                                        Henry Wadsworth Longfellow: “A Psalm of Life”

The ever-darkening myriad of blues and indigos entangled themselves lazily as they swirled through the evening sky. Stars seemed to blink and stretch themselves

awake, glowing gently above the castle and the breeze that stirred trees within the grounds. The wind whipped around the building, lightly rattling the window frames

of the Gryffindor common room, and making Harry glance up from inventing his Divination homework.

Scanning the last paragraph he’d written on the parchment before him, Harry threw down his quill in exasperation, scattering splots of ink across his work. Perhaps

he had been listening to Hermione a bit too much recently. Not even Trelawney was going to believe his ludicrous Tarot Card predictions for the coming week; he

was extremely unlikely to starve to death following a House Elf revolt about pay in the Hogwart’s kitchens. He wondered briefly if he could somehow build up the

anguish a bit by describing the horrible suffering involved in more detail, but decided he’d be better off predicting a chance romantic encounter with his small,

red-headed and rather attractive girlfriend.

Ron was looking equally bamboozled by his homework, and pulled a face at Harry.

“Do you understand any of this?” he asked, poring over the picture cards strewn over his table. “I mean, what on earth are they supposed to mean? I can’t even

make stuff up from this rubbish.”

“From what?” Ginny suddenly appeared beside her brother’s chair and smiled apologetically over at Harry. “Harry, we’re going to have to get going soon.

McGonagall’s expecting us at seven for this detention.”

“Things just keep on getting better and better,” Harry groaned, beginning to gather together his Tarot Cards. “Ginny, can you think of a horrible fate I can suffer?”

“I can’t, but I’m sure McGonagall can if we don’t get a move on,” she chuckled. “Let’s see.” She spread his cards out once more and frowned heavily at them,

pushing her long hair back out of her eyes. “Looks like you’re in for a bit of a time of it,” she grinned and switched to her misty version of Trelawney’s voice. “A

door you have always had open to you is about to close, leaving you with two paths to take. Beware of the one that tempts you most, and make choices with your

head and not your heart. Mortal peril is near and gloved fingers wait to snatch you from safety and lure you to your doom.”

“Really?” Harry gasped, as Ron sat in open-mouthed amazement at his sister.

“Nah,” she giggled wickedly. “Made it up!”

“You…” Harry grabbed her and pulled her onto his lap, tickling her until she begged for mercy. Tears of laughter streamed down her face, as she fought to catch her

breath, wriggling away from him, and finally falling onto the floor with a very audible thump. Harry looked at her dishevelled form and burst out laughing. “Come on,”

he chuckled, getting up and extending a hand down to her to haul her back to her feet. “Let’s go and see what McGonagall has to say.”

Clambering through the portrait hole, they strolled companionably down the dimly lit and completely deserted corridors, wending their way towards Professor

McGonagall’s office a couple of floors below. The figures in the portraits lining the hallway took little notice of the two students as they passed by, with the single

exception of one rather extraordinary gathering, which currently consisted of a Wimborne Wasps Quidditch player, a former headmaster of Hogwarts, an elderly

witch in scarlet robes, and a handsome young knight who winked at Ginny as she went past. Ginny blushed and giggled. He smiled winningly, and bowed low before

her, the blue plume of his helmet sweeping the ground.

“Do you know him?” Harry paused and looked at her in surprise, whilst the tiny knight fixed him with a very suspicious stare.

“Yes,” Ginny admitted, growing even redder. She waved at the portrait, and then tugged eagerly at Harry’s hand to draw him down the stairwell. “He’s called

Gawain,” she muttered in an undertone. “He’s not as mad as Sir Cadogan, but he fancies himself a bit. I met him on detention earlier this term when I was wiping

down the picture frames for Filch.”

“Ah!” Harry chuckled, unable to resist the opportunity to tease. “Another member of the Ginny Weasley fan club. I can see that I’m going to have to keep you

locked up in your room if you keep flirting like this with every male being within the castle walls.”

“Flirting?” Ginny responded, sounding totally horrified by the suggestion. “Me?”

“Yes, you,” Harry laughed. “Those poor smitten second years, and now that portrait, and that’s not to mention what you do to me.” She stopped abruptly, and

Harry swiftly turned to see what was wrong. She remained standing on a step higher on the staircase, and looked him directly in the eye.

“And what do I do to you, exactly?” she whispered, dark brown eyes locking with his. Harry’s heart pounded erratically against his ribs.

“Ginny,” his throat seemed suddenly dry. He cleared it and reached out for her, his breathing seeming inexplicably uneven. “You… you’re… it’s…” She chuckled,

her laughter seeming deeper than normal, and slid her arms around his neck.

“It’s…?” she prompted, her eyes sparkling with entertainment at his lack of loquacity.

“You know exactly how I feel about you,” he responded quietly, drawing her into a kiss. “I love you. I belong to you.” Without a word, her fingers reached up and

lightly traced the path of his scar from his hairline down his forehead, sending a shiver of delight down his spine.

“I’m already part of you,” she whispered thoughtfully, becoming suddenly serious. “Joined our fates together with this charm; made a bond between us that not even

Voldemort can break.” He sensed her hand move against his forehead, and suddenly a shock wave of magic crashed down upon them as her scar connected with

his. Their gasps intermingled. Harry instinctively tightened his grip around her waist, pulling her to him. Breath seemed almost to cease as he was willingly engulfed in

the dark liquid pools of her eyes, aware only of her, and the magic suddenly surging powerfully between them.

"All that I am is yours,” she breathed. “Now and always. I love you.”

“Ginny,” he whispered in response. “I’m yours, totally and forever; body and soul.”

Lips met with loving passion, somehow seeming to complete the bond they had created so long ago. The magic ebbed to a tingle, as the contact was broken in the

embrace. They sank unsteadily down on the stairs, breathlessly clinging together, and kissing desperately.

“Harry,” Ginny was the first to speak, her eyes looking abnormally bright with unshed tears.

“I meant every word of it,” he whispered in her ear, hugging her tightly to him. “That was incredible, Ginny. It was…” Words failed him.

“I know,” she said beneath her breath. “I don’t know what made me do that just then. I’ve never connected our scars before, and you’ve only done it that one time.

I just felt like I needed to be…to be part of you. I can’t explain it.”

“You were right,” he murmured softly, kissing her again. “Another week or so and we’ll be married; bonded then in every possible way.”

“I can’t think of anything better,” she beamed at him, and reached up to kiss his scar, caressing his cheek lightly in her hand.

“Potter!” A mocking voice drifted down the stairs towards them, making them turn shakily to see the speaker. “I might have guessed. Normal school rules evidently

do not need to be obeyed by the famous Harry Potter, and I see you have dragged Miss Weasley along with you. I would have thought that she was getting into

quite enough trouble of her own these days, without any intervention from you.”

“We’re not out of bounds,” Harry commented, getting to his feet, slightly unsteadily, and looking up at Snape.

“It was not your location I was objecting to,” Snape said silkily. “However, as both of you are prefects, I would have thought that you would have understood how

to set an example of appropriate behaviour in the corridors, and that was most certainly not appropriate by any stretch of the imagination. I shall have words with

Professor McGonagall about her choice of prefects. Detention for both of you on Monday night.”

“But,” Harry began, and felt Ginny’s hand grasping his arm. He glanced over at her and she shook her head. He fell silent. With a final sneer, Snape swept past them

on the stairs, and disappeared through a small doorway.

“Great,” Harry muttered despondently. “Typical of him to come and spoil things. Looks like he’s gone straight to McGonagall as well.”

“It’ll be OK,” Ginny reassured him. She giggled mischievously. “I mean, what’s the worst they can do? They can hardly expel us for it.”

“True,” Harry agreed, taking her hand in his and heading slowly towards the doorway. “Come on. Let’s get this over with.”

With a final exchange of glances, Harry knocked firmly on the heavy wooden door of Professor McGonagall’s office, and let go of Ginny’s hand.

“Come,” Professor McGonagall’s strict voice reverberated from within. He pushed the door open, and followed 

Ginny into the warmth of the tiny room. Professor McGonagall sat behind her desk, staring sternly at them through her dark rimmed spectacles. “You’re late,” she

commented crisply, looking from Harry to Ginny. “And Professor Snape has just been to inform me as to why you are late.”

“Sorry,” Ginny said quietly. “It wasn’t quite what it looked like though.”

“It never is,” Professor McGonagall said wearily, putting down her quill. “Sit down, both of you.” She gestured to a couple of chairs over by the fire, and with a

sideways glance at Ginny, Harry obeyed. The room was warm and comfortable, the flickering flames from the fire and candles cast dancing shadows around the

walls lined with hundreds of volumes of magic. She looked at them and shook her head, sighing heavily. “The Headmaster has informed me of your intentions this

year, and there is much we need to discuss.” She pursed her lips firmly, and looked rather disapproving. “This is not going to be easy to manage, and your cavorting

in the corridors is not helpful. You are simply drawing attention to yourselves, and that really must be avoided at all costs. Equally that applies to your regime of

practical jokes, Miss Weasley. I am sure that both staff and magical creatures will breathe a sigh of relief when you desist from your current course of behaviour.”

“Professor,” Harry objected, feeling his heart leap into his mouth at his daring. “Bearing in mind what Ginny’s going to be giving up, you can hardly blame her for

having a bit of fun before everything changes, can you?”

“The irresponsibility is understandable,” Professor McGonagall commented firmly, conjuring up a steaming teapot, crockery and plate of jam tarts out of nowhere.

“But not condoned. Do I make myself clear, Miss Weasley?”

“Yes,” Ginny said, biting her lip. “I suppose I have been going a bit over the top recently.”

“Indeed,” Professor McGonagall said, passing them both cups of tea. She flicked her wand casually and two lumps of sugar obediently flew into her own cup. “Now

what I really need to speak to you both about is… is what we might term the practical application of method.”

Harry had just taken a drink when he heard these words, and choked, spraying tea everywhere. Surely McGonagall wasn’t really going to talk to them about that.

Was she? He didn’t dare look at Ginny. There was a barely audible gurgle of suppressed laughter by his right ear. Fixing his eyes firmly on the hearthrug seemed to

be a good solution. Maybe if he simply pretended that he wasn’t there, it wouldn’t be so bad. 

“Do be careful, Potter,” Professor McGonagall said crisply. “And look at me when I’m talking to you.” Harry reluctantly raised his eyes, to be met with the sight of

Ginny, hidden behind a curtain of hair, shaking with silent mirth. “Firstly, we must consider how things are to be achieved.” She picked up the plate and offered it to

Ginny. “Tart?” 

Ginny let out a snort of laughter, and hastily covered it in a coughing fit. Harry felt his cheeks flame, as he squirmed uncomfortably in his chair, wishing with all his

heart they were back in the common room. 

Professor McGonagall paused and placed the plate back on the table, frowning heavily at her two charges.

“The method,” she commented in her most formal and disapproving tone, “is perfectly straightforward…”

She was interrupted by a loud smashing noise, as Harry’s hand shook and his teacup toppled out of his grasp, shattering on the hearth. Professor McGonagall tutted

beneath her breath, and swiftly repaired the damaged china.

“As I was saying,” she continued, pursing her lips until they went white and moving the cup well out of Harry’s reach. “It’s very straightforward, even though neither

of you have attempted this particular variation before. It’s quite simply a matter of setting things up properly to begin with and ensuring that your mind is entirely

focused each time you do it, and it will need to be repeated at regular intervals.” Harry cringed back in his chair, and heard a quaver of an irrepressible giggle

beginning right beside him. He kicked Ginny swiftly on the ankle. “Of course the entire process is made easier by Miss Weasley’s talent in this area,” Professor

McGonagall commented briskly, making Harry’s eyes widen. Ginny’s laughter could be held back no longer; it exploded and rang clearly through the room. Harry

buried his head in his hands, glowing with humiliation like the embers in the fire.

“To be perfectly frank, I would have expected you both to take things a little more seriously,” she said scathingly. “This is hardly a laughing matter. It could cost you

your lives if things go wrong. It’s a very simple spell you need to perform to conceal this pregnancy, but unless you can take a more mature attitude, I fail to see how

you are going to learn how to perform it this evening.”

“Spell?” Harry found his voice, and tried to regain some semblance of composure.

“Yes. The Charm of Illusion,” Professor McGonagall responded tartly. “What did you think I was talking about? Hippogriff talon clipping?”

Harry blushed furiously, and stared at the coals glowing in the hearth, the redness burnt through the dark surroundings suddenly reminding him of Voldemort’s eyes

fixed mercilessly on Ginny. Harry’s stomach gave a violent lurch, and he swung back to face his teacher, instantly sober from the intoxicating fits of laughter.

“Show us,” he said urgently. “Please. You’re right, we can’t take any chances with this.”

“Very well,” Professor McGonagall said gravely, getting to her feet. “We will work on getting the illusion set up this evening, and I will teach you both how to

maintain it. Beyond that we need to discuss regular medical check-ups, Miss Weasley, and some necessary domestic arrangements for the remainder of this year.”

“We said we’d stay in our dormitories,” Ginny said quietly. “So as not to arouse suspicion. We know we can’t be together like we are married, or not yet anyway.”

“Obviously you will need some time alone,” Professor McGonagall said, her stern face relaxing into a suppressed smile. “I do, however, presume that you have no

need of me to go through the, shall we say, finer details of the procreative process.”

“No,” Harry and Ginny asserted vehemently, with a swift exchange of horrified glances.

                                                            *****

Halloween grew ever closer, and Harry found his mind whirling with everything that was going on. Since their detention with Professor

McGonagall, they’d been diligently practising the Charm of Illusion to ensure that they could use it flawlessly well before they actually

needed to. Ginny had been highly entertained when she had laughingly shoved one of Professor Flitwick’s summoning cushions down

the front of her robes, and watched it vanish from view, her silhouette remaining entirely unchanged to anyone who looked. 

“Totally cool,” she’d giggled, patting the thin air above her stomach. “Imagine all the chocolate I could eat with this charm, and not have

to worry about it.”

 Anticipation was building up throughout the castle as the day approached, so Harry and Ginny’s excited behaviour was nothing out of

the ordinary. As ever, Halloween was to be a day of festive celebration, the older students desperate to stretch their wings in the freedom

of Hogsmeade for the first time since term began. Combined with the feast, which was invariably held the same evening, it was highly

unlikely that anyone was going to miss them too much, if at all. All the same, an excuse had been formulated to explain their absence to

those who were most likely to notice.

“His Godfather’s really ill,” he heard Ginny explaining earnestly to Alana O’Donnell, who shared a dormitory with her. “Harry’s so

worried about him, I mean, he’s all the family he’s got left now. Dumbledore’s been lovely about it. He’s given Harry permission to

travel through and see him, as long as he’s back sometime on Sunday, and I can go as well, just to make sure that Harry’s OK.”

There were sympathetic nods and murmurs, and to their total relief, everyone accepted their story without question. After all, similar

arrangements had been made for Parvati and Padma last term, after a particularly vicious Death Eater attack had left their younger

brother so badly maimed that they feared he would not survive. It was not an entirely fabricated excuse, either. Hedwig had arrived one

morning with the welcome news that Sirius had returned to England, but he had been hurt in his struggles against the Dark Forces. Harry

had seen him for a few fleeting moments in Dumbledore’s office one evening, when Sirius’ head had appeared amidst the flames in the

fireplace, desperate to speak with him. Harry had been alarmed at how ill Sirius looked, his face worn into deep fissures of fatigue, and

his hair matted and filthy as it had been upon his escape from Azkaban several years before. 

Their conversation had been brief, but reassuring. Ginny had shyly greeted his Godfather for the first time, half-hiding behind her wave

of hair, and clutching at Harry’s hand. Sirius’ face cracked into a grin at the sight of this, teasing them mercilessly about being mere

babes themselves, incapable of wiping their own noses. He chuckled, clearly approving wholeheartedly of Harry’s choice of bride when

she giggled, proclaimed him to be as bad as her brothers and unceremoniously told him just where he could stick that particular idea.

Before he’d disappeared from the fire, Sirius had left him with a surprisingly heartfelt comment.

“Take care and be alert at all times, Harry. Take no chances with anything. Just stay safe. Ginny and the baby too. Especially them. I

couldn’t bear to see the same thing happen to you, not like your mum and dad. Not again.” 

Looking over at Ginny across the common room later that evening, Harry knew that he was doing the right thing; every element of his

being told him that, but after he had gone to bed, a little demon of nagging doubt took up residence in his brain tormenting him

mercilessly. They were too young, still at school; Voldemort could still kill them all whenever he chose; they were simply following in his

parents footsteps, making the same choices, and inevitably would reach the same end. Harry tossed and turned restlessly, the doubt

eating away at him; was this really such a good idea? With less than two days to go, he had to be certain. 

He sat bolt upright, and rubbed his face in his hands, reaching for his glasses and the framed photograph, which resided on his bedside

cabinet. Casting some light on it from his wand, he was soothed to see the image before him exuding happiness the way it always had.

Ginny was giggling impishly in his ear at the Yule Ball almost two years before, stretching up on tiptoes to kiss his cheek for the very first

time. His own expression in the photograph invariably made him laugh; it was one of stunned incredulity, overwhelmed with delight that

Ginny could actually love him. He touched her animated face gently with his finger, watching the laughter and the stars twinkling deep

within the russet-red of her hair. He knew. There was no turning back, and he would never want to.

Placing the photograph safely back in its place, Harry contentedly shuffled back under the covers, relaxing in the comforting darkness of

the familiar tower room, gently lulled to sleep by the rhythmic snoring emanating from the direction of Neville’s bed. 

“Take them all,” a familiar high-pitched voice commanded coldly. “Ensure nothing remains. Do not dare fail me this time, or the

price you pay will be higher than you have ever imagined.”

A pulsing pain. A surreal sensation of being carried on eagles’ wings, wind ruffling through his hair, soothing the ache burning in

his scar. Swooping lower, he could make out a green glow through the darkness, ominously lifting itself higher above the tangle of

houses in the city, until it was standing out starkly against the blackness of the sky. The Dark Mark, snake protruding from the mouth

of the skull as if licking its lips, relishing the glory of torture and destruction. Screams of terror could be heard across the city, not

just one person this time, but a multitude of voices, crashing down upon him from all directions, deafening him with their pleas.

He dropped lower still, bringing into view a suburban home, where hooded figures illuminated by the orange glow of the streetlamps

in the inky night. A small family were struggling fiercely to escape from what had once been their home, and was now their jail. They

struggled against the invisible bonds of the Constrictum Spell, as the cloaked Death Eaters withdrew. A single muttered incantation

carried clearly through the crisp night air.

“Incendio.”

The sickening feeling of helplessness, watching as the house burned. Inhuman cries of anguish rent the air. Above all this, a cruel and

merciless laugh rang out, clearly elated by the suffering before him.

“Choose,” Voldemort said. And the world fell silent.

Harry leapt out of bed before he was even awake, stumbling blindly through the darkness and half-falling down the stairs in his haste. He

crashed into the common room, with no coherent thought other than desperation, and collided with something soft barrelling equally

quickly in the opposite direction. It thudded heavily to the ground with a familiar squeak.

“Ginny,” he gasped, kneeling quickly to make sure she wasn’t hurt. She looked up at him from where she was sprawled, and

immediately stretched out her hand to touch his still throbbing scar.

“The dream,” she whispered, her eyes filled with horror. “Harry, it wasn’t a nightmare, was it?”

“No,” he said quietly, helping her to her feet, and wrapping his arms securely around her night-gowned form. He rocked her gently,

trying somehow to make everything all right. The admission had to come. “It was real.” 

“Those poor people,” she said, voice quavering with emotion. “Oh, Harry!”

Wordlessly, they curled up together in an armchair, staring into the flames of the common room fire and waiting through an eternity until

morning broke its terrible news.

                                                         Chapter 13
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Chapter Thirteen: Two Hands, One Heart

                                          "My true-love hath my heart and I have his,

                                           By just exchange one for the other given"

                                                      ~ Sir Philip Sidney

"Harry?" Ron’s voice broke through his reverie at the breakfast table, making him jump and shake himself back into the present. "Are

you sure you’re OK?"

"Yeah," Harry muttered shortly, feeling worse than ever. He buried his head back in his hands. His pre-wedding jitters seemed to be escalating, worsened by the fact that Hermione had insisted that it was bad luck to see the bride before the actual wedding ceremony itself. Despite the fact that this was a Muggle tradition rather than a wizarding one, Hermione was not going to be budged on the matter. Consequently, a certain red-headed figure who would have reassured him, was closeted away somewhere in the girls’ dormitories in Gryffindor Tower, leaving Harry feeling like a Niffler was plucking at his tautly strung nerves jangling out a tune.

"Toast?" Ron offered, cheerfully grinning at his best friend. "Well, you need something to go with the butter you’re wearing on your

robes."

Harry groaned and removed his elbow from the butter dish, savagely scrubbing off the worst of the mess with his napkin. Thankfully it

was still very early for breakfast, and the tables were so sparsely scattered, that no one else appeared to have noticed.

He toyed with a solitary piece of toast on his plate, feeling even sicker at the merest thought of eating anything. His stomach surged and

churned unpleasantly, and he eventually threw the slice of toast back down, untouched. He shifted restlessly in his chair. This was even

worse than the way he felt before a vital Quidditch match. Ginny was the person he loved with all his heart, he knew that with an

unshakeable certainty, but all the same little elements of doubt began to attack like poisoned darts, making him flinch more with each

successive hit. What if she changed her mind? What if it all got too much for her and she didn’t show up? What if she just didn’t love

him enough to be his wife?

His hand shook as he reached out to pour himself some pumpkin juice, and the jug slid beyond his grasp and toppled sideways with a

resounding clang. The liquid splashed everywhere, spreading out into a small lake, the deep orange colour of which reminded Harry of

some of the shades in Ginny’s hair, and he stared at it in fascination. It had looked just like that, spread out over the sofa in the firelight

last night. Just like that. He warmed at the memory. Ron laughed.

"I’ve not seen you do that for ages," he chuckled, beginning to mop up the mess. "The last time you were so accident prone was when

you’d gone all mushy over my little sister and didn’t dare ask her out. What are you going to do next? Lose the ability to string a

sentence together?"

"Probably," Harry grinned half-heartedly. He picked up his toast and began to shred it absentmindedly onto his plate.

"She’ll be there," Ron muttered as emphatically as he could without danger of being overheard. "You mean everything to her, and you

know that. Stop worrying."

Harry smiled at Ron’s oddly perceptive comment.

"Easier said than done," he sighed. He looked anxiously across at Ron as another doubt stabbed at him and leant forward. "You have still

got those rings somewhere safe, haven’t you?"

"Somewhere," Ron said vaguely, patting his pockets with a puzzled expression. "I just wish I could remember where exactly."

The look on Harry’s face must have spoken volumes, as Ron collapsed into fits of laughter.

Before Harry had a chance to protest, a whooshing fluttering of snowy-white wings distracted him as Hedwig swooped gracefully down

to him, nipping his fingers affectionately in her beak. Harry frowned as he unravelled the parchment from her leg, wondering who on

earth could have written to him using Hedwig. As far as he’d been aware his owl had spent the past few days in the owlery following her

return from Sirius. He glanced at the note and suddenly everything became clear. Ginny’s surprisingly neat and precise script adorned the

page, and he felt his heart leap in sheer relief.

                                                        "Dear Harry,

I honestly think Hermione’s missed her vocation in life; she should have been a guard in Azkaban or something. I’ve been trying to

get past her to see you this morning, but I’ve not managed it… yet! Luckily Hedwig turned up at the window, so at least I know you’ll

get this. I hope you’re OK about all of this, and not too nervous, and more than anything I hope that brother of mine is behaving

himself and not winding you up even more. Poke him in the eyes from me if he tries. See you at two this afternoon if I can’t work out

any other way to break through this charm on the door. There’s got to be something…

                                                  Love you, now and always.

                                                           Ginny."

Ron looked quizzically across the table at Harry’s chuckle. Harry shook his head and read through the note a second time imagining what

Ginny must be up to. For a fleeting second he almost felt sorry for Hermione. Almost.

"It’s from Ginny," he explained at last, grinning happily. "She sounds fine."

"What did you expect?" Ron laughed at him. "Hermione’s hardly going to feed her to the nearest dragon is she? Harry, will you stop

worrying!" Ron scraped his chair backwards and got to his feet. "Well, if you’re quite finished reducing your toast to confetti and you’re

not going to eat anything else, let’s go and play a bit of Quidditch. It’ll probably take your mind off things."

"Sounds good to me," Harry said, abandoning the shreds of his breakfast and heading outside to release some of his pent-up nervous

energy on a Bludger.

                                                           *****

Just after lunch, Harry stood at the window of the Gryffindor common room watching the bulk of the school hurrying out towards

Hogsmeade in little clumps of warm black cloaks, their excited voices floating upwards in a babble of indistinguishable chatter. The knot

of nerves was beginning to tighten unpleasantly in his stomach once more, and he turned sharply, with the intention of heading to his

dormitory, but stopped short, almost colliding with Ginny’s fan club. Harry groaned inwardly. This day was just getting better and better.

He surveyed their eager faces surrounding him and realised that there was no way out.

"Er… so how’s the poetry going?" Harry hazarded wildly, wondering how he could ease surreptitiously past them and sprint for the

dormitory stairs.

"Really good," the smallest of the four boys piped up, grinning enthusiastically from ear to ear. "Ginny’s even been reading her favourite

ones to us."

"That’s great, Casper," Harry said, trying to sound convincingly interested, whilst his mind was engaged on working out an escape route. 

"Astor," the boy corrected firmly, staring hard at Harry.

Harry fleetingly wondered how on earth Ginny coped with these irritating kids as well as she did. She was actually incredibly tolerant of

them for the most part, however much they pestered her, and he’d actually spotted her earlier in the week reading patiently to them at

the far end of the common room. He reflected on how different they were. After all, when he had had a fan club… He froze, suddenly

realising for the first time how much he must have hurt her when they were younger. Ginny’s love had always been given to him

unconditionally, almost from their very first meeting, and it had taken him almost five years to realise that he felt exactly the same way. 

"Harry," Philip said irresolutely, interrupting Harry’s musings. "We… um… we were wondering if Ginny’s all right. We haven’t seen her

today."

"She’s fine," Harry replied, sincerely hoping that she hadn’t done anything too drastic to herself in her attempts to get past Hermione’s

magical barrier charm. "She’s probably just getting her stuff sorted out before we head over to see my Godfather this afternoon. I

promise, I’ll bring her back for you tomorrow," he added as an afterthought, seeing identical expressions of disappointment cross all four

faces. He frowned heavily at them. 

"Why don’t you have a game of gobstones or something?" he asked desperately in a flash of inspiration. "With most people in

Hogsmeade, you’ve got acres of space here for a change."

"Haven’t got any," Marcus replied dully. "And we’re sick of exploding snap."

"Tell you what," Harry said, seizing hold of this sliver of an opportunity with all of his might. "I’ve got a set upstairs you can borrow for

a while. Give me a chance to get my things packed and I’ll bring them back down with me. How does that sound?"

There were fervent nods from all four boys, and Harry gratefully slid through their clutches to the strains of a high-pitched voice

squeaking enthusiastically to his friend,

"Maybe that’s why Ginny likes him? He’s got gobstones and a Firebolt too."

Harry choked back the fits of laughter as he bounded up the welcome darkness of the dormitory stairs, wondering if the day could

possibly become more surreal than it was already. He slammed the door firmly behind him, leaning against it for a second and closing his

eyes. His heart thudded uneasily in his chest and he breathed deeply, thankful to be alone for a while. Opening his eyes again, he glanced

around the room and pushed his glasses back up his nose. To keep his nerves in check, he knew he had to keep busy, so he strode

purposefully to his trunk to hunt out the gobstones.

Lifting the lid, he had to laugh aloud. Somehow, and heaven only knew how, Ginny had managed to escape from Hermione for long

enough to steal his freshly laundered socks.

"Well impressed," he chuckled to himself, rummaging beneath some old copies of Which Broomstick towards the bottom of his trunk.

He hadn’t played gobstones in ages, but he knew they were down there somewhere, probably with some of Uncle Vernon’s old socks

that even Ginny wouldn’t steal. He burrowed deeper, past old letters from Ron and Hermione. There was all sorts of rubbish buried

there, Harry reflected as he excavated past an ostentatiously autographed copy of Gilderoy Lockhart’s ‘Magical Me’. Harry decided

there and then that he needed to have a good clear out when they got back. Finally his fingers closed around the soft canvas sack

containing the gobstones, and he hauled them out, almost jumping out of his skin as something began singing shrilly.

A slow grin spread widely across his face, as he realised what it was. He reached into his trunk once more and removed the infamous

Get Well card that Ginny had once made, and blushed so profusely when she had eventually dared to take it up to the hospital wing for

him. He sat, propping his back up against the foot of his bed and opened the card, reading the message within and listening to the hideous

noise with the happiest of hearts.

His mind was filled with images of Ginny; the shy brown eyes peering around her bedroom door when he had first visited The Burrow;

her chin set in determination when he had cast the Imperius Curse on her; her irrepressible giggles in McGonagall’s office the other night;

the look in her eyes when Voldemort had cast the Avada Kedavara. Harry shuddered, blotting out the image that still cast a cold shadow

of fear over his heart. He quickly sought out a happier memory. Last night. He smiled, remembering the feel of her against him, her

kisses, her scent. A snatched moment of pure contentment in her arms, backs turned against a world where chaos reigned.

He wondered if she was really disappointed that her parents wouldn’t be there this afternoon. He had seen the hurt in the darkness of her

eyes, but he understood their reasoning. With the violence and savagery shown during the Death Eater attack on Bristol, it would be

foolish to draw any attention towards Ginny by this unusual journey to Hogwarts. As much as he wanted everything to be perfect for

her, her parents were right, and they all knew it. Harry remembered lifting her chin gently in his hand, watching the firelight ripple her

hair as he gazed at her, offering a compromise of a second wedding ceremony in the summer, after their child had been born. The

danger would be lessened then, and she could have the Muggle-style wedding she had always wanted, with friends and family, when

they no longer had to hide their commitment to each other from the world. 

The door creaked open.

"Are you ready?" Ron’s nervous voice broke the stillness.

                                                           *****

Harry’s anxiety was surging to a crescendo as he paused by the familiar statue at the foot of Dumbledore’s tower. He leaned against it

for support feeling rather ill, his clammy hand pushing his hair back off his forehead, as he shakily gave the password of Dumbledore’s

latest Muggle confectionary discovery.

"Pontefract cakes."

The door opened smoothly, and Harry glanced quickly over at Ron, his heart beating unsteadily and his throat sandpaper dry. He wiped

his palms hastily on his robes. It seemed that the fear was infectious, even Ron was looking paler than usual at the realisation of what

was about to happen. Harry swallowed nervously as they stepped onto the staircase, which rotated smoothly until they reached the very

apex of the tower. Dumbledore greeted them warmly, and beckoned them into his office, which appeared completely differently to the

way Harry had ever seen it before. Despite the pale October sunlight, which filtered in through windows elsewhere in the castle, the

circular office was somehow cast in velvety darkness, illuminated only by a few candles floating gently in mid-air. The furnishings

themselves, such as Dumbledore’s great desk and the soft chairs, had been spirited away elsewhere, and the ornately patterned crimson

rug had been rolled aside, revealing the polished shine of the wooden flooring beneath.

A soft knock sounded at the door, making Harry’s heart leap within his chest, pounding with anticipation.

"Ginny," he breathed, catching sight of the familiar flowing coppery hair in the doorway. She stood on the threshold, looking very pale

and uncertain as she surveyed the room. He pushed his way past Ron to envelop her in a hug. The familiar sensation of Ginny within his

embrace, the warmth of her cheek pressed against his and her wayward hair tickling his nose, steadied his turbulent emotions. He looked

into her dark brown eyes, smiling delightedly at her and gently caressing her cheek. "Ginny," he whispered again, barely able to believe

she was there.

"Horribly nerve-wracking, isn’t it?" she commented dryly, pulling a face and hugging him back. "Hermione’s been driving me mad all

morning with this rubbish about not being able to see you."

Harry chuckled and glanced across the room to Hermione, seeing her engrossed in conversation with Ron. 

"She looks as if she’s survived," he teased. "You’ve not made her grow three heads or anything."

"Not yet," Ginny countered, her eyes twinkling wickedly in anticipation.

"Are you both ready?" Dumbledore’s voice interrupted gently. Harry gazed at Ginny, and felt her shaking slightly beneath his touch. She

smiled up at him in such a way that he could only smile back, simply loving her. A world of unspoken understanding passed between

them before Harry nodded slightly.

"We’re ready," she said clearly, shaking her hair back of her face and turning to face Dumbledore. Harry felt the ache of her

disappearing from his arms, and clutched at her hand. She squeezed his fingers reassuringly.

"Very well," Dumbledore said quietly, gesturing to two chalk circles drawn beside each other on the floor. "If you would take your

places, then we can begin."

Footsteps resonated through the stillness of the room, until they stood, each in their own sphere, separated only by a few feet of air.

Harry tore his eyes from Ginny and fixed them on Dumbledore, a sort of nervous, yet excited, energy consuming him. The venerable

wizard was cast into clearer relief by the shimmering candlelight that drifted instantly in his direction when he began a slowly muttered

incantation beneath his breath. The candlelight flickered and Dumbledore waved his wand over the two figures before him, plunging the

room into darkness. Hermione gasped loudly, but before Harry even had a chance to react, new light began to ignite and sparkle into life

once more; not candles this time, but rather a more ethereal vision. Stars, planets and moons swayed into clearer focus before him,

glinting against the deep ebony air. The vision surrounded him completely, rather like a cylinder, and Harry stared at it in awe, admiring

the planets and constellations before him. With a sudden jolt he recognised the particular formation. Surely it couldn’t be. Could it? After

Dumbledore’s revelation in the summer, he had rather sheepishly worked out his birth chart properly, and the plotting he had done on

paper looked remarkably similar to the astrological vision he was currently engulfed by. Harry frowned and mentally plotted the chat

anew, stunned to discover that it was exactly the same. This was his destiny.

He glanced across at Ginny, to find her staring upwards, entirely entranced by the beauty of the scene. Her planets showed a different

pattern to that of his own, and Harry finally understood. Slowly the two planetary cylinders began to move towards each other, drawing

their occupants together within them. Harry held his breath as they touched, then merged, easing together to form a single, larger, circle.

Ginny reached for his hands and held them tightly in hers, never ceasing to gaze at the wonder that formed a barrier between them and

the outside world. They rotated slowly, marvelling, as past, present and future blended as one.

"Marriage is never something to be taken lightly," Dumbledore’s gentle tones floated through the magic. "As you can see around you, it is

the joining of two lives and two destinies in one; magically binding for all eternity." A shared smile greeted these words, their hands

clutching tightly still. "When you are ready, please declare your intentions," Dumbledore added, his quiet voice carrying easily through

the thick silence of the room.

Harry looked into Ginny’s face, the warmth of love for her filling his veins and lightening his heart with happiness. The nervousness

seemed to have vanished, and her dark eyes glistened adoringly in the starlight, never leaving his.

"Harry," her voice was low, yet filled with emotion. "You have given me so much; I owe my very life to you. I am yours, by wizarding

bond of honour, and by choice. I love you with all that I am, with heart and soul. My future is yours; good times and bad I want to share

with you, now and always as your wife."

"Ginny," Harry choked through the lump thickening in his throat. He’d known how she’d felt for so long, but to hear it articulated like

that tore at him. "What I’ve done to deserve someone as wonderful as you in my life is something I’ll never understand, but I am so

grateful that you love me. You’ve shared so much with me, laughter, tears, and you’ve even let me have my socks back from time to

time." He grinned at her and she giggled quietly. "I am yours always, whatever the future brings. I belong to you. I love you."

No sooner had Harry stopped speaking, than the stars and planets that had surrounded them faded from view, leaving them alone.

Candles slowly flickered and gleamed once more, casting the room with soft light.

"The rings?" Dumbledore asked, his bright blue eyes twinkling reassuringly through the half-light. There was the sound of frantic

rummaging, and some hurried whispering from behind them. A thunk and an agonised yelp followed.

"Honestly!" they heard Hermione’s exasperated tones very distinctly. Harry glanced over at Ginny and then looked away swiftly, both

fighting back laughter. Finally Ron located the rings and offered them to Dumbledore, grinning rather sheepishly across at his sister and

best friend. 

Dumbledore carefully placed the golden rings on the great heavy tome he held in his hands, Ginny’s ring residing, safely protected, within

the confines of Harry’s own. With a flourish of his wand, the book levitated in mid air between them, this symbol of their commitment

clear for all to see. Soft strains of music echoed gently through the darkness of the room, and three glowing orbs of coloured light drifted

gently towards them. They hovered beside the book, and as Harry squinted slightly at them, he was amazed to see that the yellowish

shimmering sphere had shape. He could see a tiny crowned female form, adorned in robes of flowing golden gossamer, a sprite, fluttering

through the air on her fragile wings. She stretched her hand over the rings, magic visibly falling from her fingers in glittering fragments of

dust. Her voice flowed like a song, soft and melodious, warming those who heard her through to their very core.

"Prosperity and happiness I offer you,

Togetherness all the days of your lives.

May each day that passes bring joy anew

And increasing love for husband and wife."

She drifted from the fore, to be replaced by a glow of greener hue, a sprite of nature robed in vine leaves. She followed suit, and cast her

blessing upon them.

"Season changes into season, and so

The love you share has changed and grown. 

Blessings of children soon shall follow

A joyous harvest from what was sown."

The final sprite shimmered into view, and cast a breathtaking rainbow, arching high above their rings, and illuminating the book in the full

spectrum of vibrant shades, rather like sunlight shining through stained glass. The little lilac creature, smiled sweetly at them before

beginning her song.

"Rainbow moments shimmer softly

Glowing light, a bow of colour,

Gives life richness through air so lofty,

Hope I give you, never dolour."

Harry suddenly realised that he had been holding his breath as the tiny sprites chanted a final blessing on them and quite literally vanished

into the ether like a breath of wind. The book drifted purposefully in their direction, hovering at elbow height as they made their vows

with Dumbledore’s prompting. Harry gazed deeply into Ginny’s eyes. There was no world beyond her, as he promised to protect her

and gave himself to her. She smiled softly, repeating her vows and clearly meaning every word she said. She was his.

He picked up the smaller of the two rings from the book, and gently slid it onto her finger, happiness welling up inside him. Ginny carried

out the same task, smiling up at him, knowing their bond was complete at last. They were husband and wife.

"Thou art my life, my love, my heart," she whispered, quoting from the poem that meant so much to them. Harry touched her cheek,

and finished off this strangely appropriate verse.

"And hast command of every part,

To live and die for thee."

Silence filled the room. Harry smiled in stunned amazement at her, feeling the happiness almost bursting out of him. Their lips met, and

they were lost in the world of each other and their embrace. 

They finally broke apart, to discover Dumbledore smiling benevolently at them, and daylight beginning to filter through the darkness that

had surrounded them. Harry hugged Ginny tightly to him, still scarcely able to believe what had just happened.

"Many congratulations," Dumbledore’s blue eyes twinkled at them. He nodded slowly. "Every happiness to you both. Now if you will

excuse me for a few moments, I must send a couple of things through to Sirius to act as a decoy, in case the story of your absence leaks

out." He smiled at them and headed towards the doorway, before pausing and turning. "I understand that some things are traditional on

occasions such as this," he chuckled, and waved his wand, producing a rather elaborate wedding cake, and a bottle of champagne.

"Some celebration is certainly in order, and I hope you will take advantage of this opportunity to create a lot of noise and mess."

The door swung shut behind him, and a sobbing Hermione flung herself at Harry and Ginny, kissing them both.

"Hermione!" Harry protested.

"Sorry," she sniffled, burying her face back in her handkerchief. "That was lovely though. I’ve been reading all about wizarding

weddings, and I know they’re unique to the couple involved, but I never expected it to be quite like that. That was… that was…"

"Wonderful," Ron finished off for her. He grinned at them both, and hugged his little sister so hard that she began to tease him by

making choking noises. "I can’t believe you’re actually married, Gin," he said, sounding completely incredulous. "My baby sister,

married? It’s amazing. Somebody actually wanted you."

"Not just anyone," Ginny chuckled. "Harry." She grinned up at him, biting her lip as if she could barely believe it herself.

"It’s great," Ron admitted, clasping Harry’s arm and grinning widely. "I suppose if I’ve got to develop yet another brother, at least it’s

you."

"Noise and mess?" Ginny giggled, unwrapping the foil from the neck of the bottle, her eyes glinting mischievously as she aimed the cork

at her brother. "I think we can do that."

                                                           *****

Harry glanced across the chessboard at Ginny, and felt the quivering nervousness in his stomach intensify. Her face was half hidden in

shadow by the masses of russet and copper that tumbled over her shoulders as she leaned over to examine the pieces. He knew every

single freckle scattered across her nose even better than he knew his Firebolt, and watched the furrowed concentration clearly visible

across her brow. She gave a little exclamation of annoyance, and swept her hair back from her face, twisting it up easily and skewering it

in place at the nape of her neck with her wand. Little tendrils began to escape immediately, shining mischievously in the glow of the

blazing fire in the grate. He reached forwards, drawn to them so irresistibly, and touched them, his fingers brushing the warmth of her

neck beneath. Brown eyes widened, and raised to meet his own, blazing with love for him. He swallowed awkwardly, and let his hand

fall.

 "It’s really odd without everyone else around, isn’t it?" he said, trying to fill the void of silence that surrounded them before real panic

set in.

 "Well, it would be a little tricky, not to mention embarrassing, doing this with everyone else here," she laughed, sitting back comfortably

in her chair. "I think Ron would have heart failure for a start."

The nerves Harry had been suffering from for most of the evening, surged upwards most unpleasantly, and he leapt to his feet, catching

the chessboard with his leg and scattering the pieces all over the rug. There were yells of protest from the chessmen as helmets were

bounced off the hearth, and the white queen landed head first in a nearby plant pot. Ignoring the devastation he had just caused to an

entire civilisation, Harry dashed across to the window and opened it, leaning heavily on the sill and drinking in the crisp night air of

autumn.

Trembling slightly, he rested his forehead against the coolness of the pane and looked out. He had never been in this part of the castle

before, and there had been a spectacular view across the grounds to the Forbidden Forest earlier in the day. Now only black silhouettes

stood out in the inky blueness of the cloudless sky, stars glittering through the darkness. A pair of arms slid comfortingly around his

waist, and he felt Ginny’s body press against his own, her head leaning in between his shoulder blades. He mentally shook himself, and

turned to hug her tightly.

"I know I’d have won anyway," she teased, "but that’s no reason to go galloping off in the middle of a game."

"Sorry," he said, feeling his cheeks begin to glow. "I-I just needed a bit of fresh air."

 "What is it?" she whispered, stroking a soothing hand across the tenseness of his back. "Harry?"

 "Nothing really," he said apologetically. "It’s not you or anything. I never thought it’d be quite like this though. I suppose I always had

these stupid visions of sweeping you off your feet on the spur of the moment. This is all so premeditated, it’s sort of making me a bit…

er… well, nervous really."

 "I’d have never guessed," she chuckled, reaching up to kiss him. 

 "So how come you’re so calm about the whole thing?" he demanded curiously.

"You think this is calm?" she said incredulously. "Harry, I almost ran away from everything earlier."

 "Did you?" he asked in amazement.

 "Too true," she smiled and wrinkled her nose at him. "Hermione had to physically stop me this morning when I was halfway out the

portrait hole, and pointed out just what I was running away from."

 "And what was that?" he grinned down at her.

 "You," she said softly, her brown eyes looking quite shyly up at him, reminding him suddenly of how she used to be around him when

she was younger. "And this." She caught his left hand in hers, and Harry saw the unfamiliar gold band on his third finger glinting softly in

the candlelight. He interlaced their fingers, feeling the two rings rubbing gently together, and smiled.

 "They’ll have to be hidden when we go back," he said rather regretfully, lifting her hand and kissing it.

 "But we still have tonight," she said in a low tone that made Harry’s heart begin to beat erratically.

                                                      ***************

A/N: Thanks to those who have been giving me ideas about wizarding weddings, and I feel bad about going my own sweet way on

this, with no hand fasting and such. An element of inspiration was drawn from The Masque scene in Shakespeare’s "The Tempest",

and the poem Harry and Ginny quoted is Robert Herrick’s "To Anthea, who may command him anything".

If you’re not happy about where I’ve stopped this chapter, it’s continued as a separate story in the restricted section of Gryffindor

Tower, and called An Interlude. I’ve got no intention of actually having that in as part of the main story, but it is the wedding night if

you’re interested. Thanks as always for the reviews ~ you’ve been keeping me going.
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