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Hermione's week is going from bad to worse when she's forced to make a choice. My take (and slight parody) of the
Marriage Law Challenge.

Disclaimer: JK owns all the rights and kudos for the characters and settings. I'm just taking them and putting them in extremely uncomfortable positions for a while.
A/N: This challenge was just too tempting, but I'm not adhering to the rules at all. The entire story (except epilogue) takes place before any vows are said. This will get
ridiculously angsty pretty quick, but it's all in the name of fun. Please tell me what you think. Thanks go to amsev for betaing. Oh, and the warnings are to be on the safe
side. THere won't be anything explicit.

Marry a Choice

by Avery G.

Prologue: Letters of Portent

Molly Weasley

The Burrow

Ottery St. Catchpole

Devon

Mrs. Jane Granger

43 Tiddlywinks Drive

Bangleton

Oxfordshire

February 14th, 1998

Dear Jane,



How are you? How's Howard and the practice? Did that potion relieve your symptoms? | find it invaluable, myself. I'm just glad that the code of secrecy doesn't apply to
you, else | would have to be sneaky about getting it to you.

I'm afraid that this letter isn't purely social in intent. | have some rather nasty news that may affect Hermione. | don't know if she's told you about this, but this is one of those
things that is too important to leave you in ignorant bliss.

The Ministry, the bastion of stupidity that it is, has a bill waiting in the wings that will probably destroy what remains of the wizarding community of Britain if it should become
law. We don't know precisely who wrote the bill, but we're pretty sure that it comes from those of little foresight and large empty pockets.

The way they're rationalizing it (in secret meetings with wand oaths keeping word from getting round, bless Albus for having the unimpeachable trust of everyone that he
does) is by deeming it necessary to force our society out of its segregationist ways that helped bring about the defeated Lord Voldemort. This proposal, titted The Marriage
Bill, is supposedly noble in purpose, if not in effect. It will make it mandatory for purebloods to marry Muggle-borns. The compensation for the purebloods is the freedom of
choice of Muggle-borns, and the time to make the decision. Muggle-borns, however, if they are petitioned, their only choice is if they get more than one offer. So far in the
creation of the bill, those with mixed heritage, such as a person with one Muggle and one magical parent, are exempt, though for how long | cannot guess.

As if that were not enough, the law also stipulates that the couple must produce two children, to "help recreate the days of Merlin, when magic was revered." Those of us
who are opposed to this bill are trying to find ways of alerting the wizarding population without tipping off the Ministry in the process (Hence the privacy charm on this letter.
If anyone other than you or Howard tried to open this it would have incinerated itself). If there's enough public outrage, then it won't pass, and with that outrage Dumbledore
will be pardoned for his "indiscretion."

The good news in all of this is that your daughter, with her brilliant mind and steadfast determination, is working on ways to battle this bill. She's not been called the
cleverest witch of her age for nothing, so hope is not lost.

The bad news is that | forgot to mention one of the more insidious parts of the bill, called the binding clause. In effect, it stipulates that any witch or wizard born in Britain,
names collected from the Hogwart's list unless already married or past child rearing age, will be subject to the law. No escaping by moving abroad, or even snapping one's
wand and becoming a Muggle.

Albus, Arthur, Minerva and | will not let anything happen to Hermione, Jane. She's been through too much already, and she's dear to all our hearts. | dare say Ron would be
vrcgllring this of little consequence if he were still with us, but... If necessary | know that any of my remaining boys would be willing to help Hermione out. She's our family as
Must run now. Arthur promised me a lovely dinner, so | must make myself presentable. Give my love to Howard.

Molly

Jane Granger

43 Tiddlywinks Drive

Bangleton

Oxfordshire

Molly Weasley

The Burrow

Ottery St. Catchpole

Devon

February 15th, 1998

Dear Molly,

Regarding your last letter, thank you for the clarification. Hermione had told me the gist of it already, but you pointed out a few things that she had left out. Oh bother! You
and | must get together one of these days just to blow off steam.

Anyway, | too wish Ron were still alive. Hermione has been pining ever since she heard the news. He was such a sweet boy, and we were so happy for the two of them. |
know I've told you this a dozen times already, but if you ever need a shoulder to cry on, you are more than welcome here. As for your other boys, they are always welcome
here, too, but that is up to Hermione.

On a similar note, Dumbledore wrote me about the situation as well, and has a plan, if it should become necessary. He refuses to tell me what it is, and it seems that
Hermione is similarly in the dark. | don't quite know what it is about him that instills such trust, but | do trust him and any plans he has.

I hope your dinner was delightful. Say "hi" to Arthur and family for us.

Jane

Unwelcome News

Chapter 2 of 15

Hermione's week begins, and she is ever so pleased about it.

AN: Thanks to amsev for betaing this fic. | should apologize for putting romance as a sub-genre. This will mostly be an angst fest, and though there will be talk of love, the
only romance will be decidedly twisted. So, | hope you enjoy.



Disclaimer: as always, not mine.

Chapter 1: Unwelcome News

Tuesday evening (several weeks later)

Hermione looked at Professor McGonagall's stern face as they headed towards the headmaster's office. She barely kept up with McGonagall's long strides as she
observed the older witch. McGonagall's lips were almost nonexistent, so tightly were they compressed, and her eyes were locked in a half open state, as though opening
them would send hellfire rushing through the school. Her nostrils were flaring and if there had been any loose strands flowing from her tight bun, Hermione would have
been convinced that the Gryffindor lion had taken human form in Professor McGonagall.

"Professor, why -"

"The Headmaster needs to speak with you about the... the..." McGonagall seemed to be on the verge of losing all semblance of control as she spluttered and finally
stopped speaking altogether.

"Is this about the yelling match in the great hall this morning, Professor? If it is, Harry and | are-"

"No, it has nothing to do with that," she cut Hermione off crisply. "You will find out soon enough. String mints!" she barked the password to the gargoyle, and it leapt away
from the door as if in danger of losing a limb if it dared to dawdle.

They took the spiral staircase up in tense silence, Hermione wondering what she could possibly have done to make her head of house so angry. She hadn't seen

McGonagall so incensed since the final battle at Christmastime. As they reached the Headmaster's door they both could hear many voices in heated discussion filtering out
to the foyer. Hermione looked up at McGonagall and was startled to see the witch looking down at her with a pitying expression, all anger having evaporated.

"Come on, dear. We'd best get this over with."
And with that cryptic remark, she opened the door and led Hermione through to Dumbledore's office.

Hermione was taken aback at how crowded it was. Some of the faces she recognized, including the Weasley twins, Remus Lupin, Kingsley Shacklebolt, and Blaise Zabini,
then she noticed that with the exception of herself and Professor McGonagall, there wasn't another female in the office. There were more than a dozen men in the room,
but few looked happy to be there.

"Ah, Miss Granger. I'm glad to see you've made it here so quickly." Dumbledore looked as if he was under a great deal of stress at the moment, and seeing as several of
the men in his office were openly glaring at him, she guessed that his stress was from the current situation.

"Professor Dumbledore, why am | here?" Hermione greeted him warily.
"My dear, it seems that there have been some developments over at the Ministry."
"Developments, sir?"

Professor Snape, who was trying his best to stand apart from everyone else in the crowded room, snorted. Hermione started; she hadn't seen him lurking behind the door
when she came in. She looked over her shoulder and raised her eyebrows in surprise, never having thought he'd do anything so undignified.

"Yes, Miss Granger," Dumbledore continued. "It seems as though the law will be passed in short order. It has also come to our attention that you are a prime target of
certain unsavory persons, and therefore we have-" He got no further, as Hermione realized exactly what was going on.

"They're seriously considering passing that law? But it's, it's..."

"Stupid? Idiotic? Puerile?" Snape's scathing tone fixed everyone's attention upon him. Seemingly unaware of the attention, he took a breath, and continued his tirade.
"Brainless, imbecilic, obtuse? Insensate, simple-minded, shortsighted?" He began to walk in a small circle his pacing rhythmically emphasizing the words. Hermione closed
her eyes and shook her head minutely, as if trying to clear her thoughts. Not pausing at her movement, the professor continued his catalog of insulting adjectives. "Half-
witted, doltish, ludicrously asinine, imbecilic, and moronic? Dippy, preposterous, laughable, witless? lllogical, foolish, unintelligent, inane, unthinking and chuckleheaded? Is
that what you were trying to express, Miss Granger?" Snape cut in, bitterness evident in his features.

Hermione gaped at him. Her mouth opened and closed as she groped for words, her eyes wide open and staring. Suddenly, feeling as though she must look like a fish to
all the observers in the office, she shut her mouth and blinked, "I think you said imbecilic twice, Professor, but yes, that is pretty much what | was thinking." The shock of
Snape saying the word 'dippy' derailed her thoughts momentarily, but her anger at the lawmakers was returning quickly. "So what now?" she said, returning her focus to
Dumbledore.

Dumbledore cleared his throat and answered, "We cannot allow you to be forced into a marriage with someone who wishes you harm, Miss Granger. We know that you
are more than capable of taking care of yourself in most cases, but last night they added another clause to the law."

With a sinking feeling, Hermione asked, "What did they do now?"

Snape answered again, his smirk belying his fury. "It seems that in the infinite wisdom of the Ministry, probably due to its low coffers and the patrons who so diligently and
dutifully donate, they feel that, quote, 'the lesser party of the union shall be stripped of their powers and privileges until such time that the union has produced the desired

result, to ensure an expedition of the process!

He looked at Hermione pointedly to make sure she understood. Again, she felt compelled to gape, although this time she started spluttering before a coherent thought
came to mind.

"And this law is suppose to PASS?" The volume of her voice rose with each word. "They'recrazy! The Ministry has gone bloody CRAZY!" this last word uttered in a shriek
that made the knickknacks on Dumbledore's desk rattle. She paused for a breath and continued, her tone only slightly less intense, "How do they expect most Muggle-
borns to survive in a forced marriage without magic?" She looked wildly at Dumbledore, who looked back at her and nodded gravely.

"We suspect a number of the more reasonable members have been placed under the Imperius Curse, but we have been unable to prove it as yet. Until such proof is
gathered, we have the urgent matter of protecting those who will be most immediately affected. Which brings us back to you, my dear."

"Why am | a target? | would think that most wizards have enough sense to not want to try dealing with me."
"Ah," Snape sneered, "but think how many would like to get their hands on you when you are powerless to retaliate. You wouldn't last a week Miss Granger."
Hermione shuddered at the word "hands" knowing full well what she'd go through before she was killed. It made suicide look like a really good option.

"That's the point, isn't it?" she asked, continuing her thought aloud. "This is a great way to rid the wizarding community of their dreaded Mudbloods. Either they'll die by
marriage or commit suicide to avoid the humiliation and probable pain."

"I'm afraid that will be the result." Dumbledore agreed. "The binding clause makes fleeing ineffective at best, leaving the Muggle-borns little choice."



Hermione closed her eyes, trying to shut out the situation, but also to stop the tears that refused to stay at bay. Even so, a thin stream was making its way down her
cheeks. The room became completely still, as though it were empty. Finally, after a bitter inner struggle for control, Hermione choked out, "Well then, what now?"

Dumbledore sighed, taking off his half moon spectacles to rub his eyes with his thumb and forefinger. "After reading the document very carefully, it seems the law applies
only to single Muggle-borns and purebloods. If you were to marry before the law takes effect, then you may retain both your powers and rights as a witch. It also negates
the compulsion for producing children."

Hermione looked around, everything clicking into place. Her eyes roamed over each face in the room, and privately catalogued those who were there to give up their
independence to save her, no matter how unwillingly.

"l don't want to force anyone to marry me against his will. That would be as bad as what the Ministry is doing."
Dumbledore smiled and gestured at the men present, "Those who are here are willing, Miss Granger."
A snort from Snape's section of the room caused Dumbledore to amend: "No one here wants to see you subjected to this law."

Hermione sighed. "Be that as it may, Professor, | need to ask that only those who are truly willing to sacrifice themselves for my sake to stay. | don't want any kind of
coercion on your part, sir." Hermione said, expecting the room to clear out in seconds flat. Instead she heard a couple of chuckles.

"You make it sound as though it would be an Unforgivable Curse to be married to you, Hermione," Remus Lupin's welcome voice spoke up.
"Yeah, 'Mione." Fred cut in, "A real sacrifice."
"We're all martyrs at heart, you know." George continued, teasingly. "Merlin knows we didn't suffer enough in the war."

Hermione granted them a small smile before looking down at her feet, chewing on her lower lip. She needed time to think this through, but time was what she was probably
short on.

"How soon do | have to make a decision, Professor?" she asked Dumbledore
"We expect the bill to pass in the next month, although it may be sooner than that. | would suggest you have a final decision by the end of the week, at the latest."
The end of the week. That gave her three days. How was she supposed to choose a life partner in three days?

"l would suggest you not aim for marital bliss, Miss Granger." Snape's sneering voice cut through her thoughts. "It seems a highly unlikely ideal for you to achieve in any
circumstance, but especially under duress." Hearing him answer her own thoughts startled her enough to loosen her tongue.

"l would think that would be obvious, Professor Snape, if you are among the candidates.”

"And what makes you think | am among the candidates, Miss Granger?" Snape shot back, though there seemed to be a slight increase of color in his face.
"You're in this room, aren't you?"

"Yes, but so are Professors McGonagall and Dumbledore. Don't tell me you're foolish enough to consider either of them to be candidates?" He smirked.

"Oh, so you're not eligible because you're either way too old or a woman? You hide your secrets very well, Professor. | never would have guessed," she snarked. "Oh, and
no offense, Professor Dumbledore," she added hastily.

"None taken, child. You are quite correct on that count." He seemed to be having a difficult time not smiling at Snape's expense. Others in the room weren't as generous,
as snickering could be heard.

Snape was not taking the situation well. "You know very well what | mean, Miss Granger. | am here merely as a counsel, of sorts. As your teacher | am ineligible to be a
candidate, even if it were my dearest dream, not my worst nightmare."

"On the contrary, Severus," Dumbledore cut in merrily. "The school by-laws have no objection to a teacher-student relationship if the student is of age and marriage is the
end result. You are quite, quite eligible in this situation." The twinkle in Dumbledore's eyes increased exponentially with each degree of Snape's discomfiture.

Hermione didn't know whether to laugh or cry at sight of Snape. His face became, if possible, even paler and his lips disappeared with rage and chagrin, as the situation
became clear to him. She decided neither reaction would get her anywhere, so she took a few deep breaths, counted to ten a couple of times, and looked around the room.

"So all of you, with the notable exceptions, are willing to be married to me?" she asked with a bit of disbelief. While she was arguing with Professor Snape, a few of the
men had discretely removed themselves clearly scared off by her temper or her tongue, but there were still a fair few left. They all nodded, some more enthusiastically than
others. That left her nonplused.

"Er, okay. | guess | need to interview you all individually, then. But first | really need to prepare for the interviews, so | know that it'll be thorough. Are all of you available
tomorrow?" They all agreed. Dumbledore volunteered to coordinate and schedule the appointments, and excuse Hermione from her classes the next day.

The only bright spot in that, she thought, was that she wouldn't have to endure Snape's sneers in class.

Interviews

Chapter 3 of 15

Hermione interviews the contenders.

Disclaimer: Not mine.

Chapter 2: Interviews



Hermione stayed up half the night perfecting the questionnaire. The questionnaire itself was made up of the mundane first through third date questions: a simple way of
gathering some basic information. The more important and revealing part of the survey was the charm woven throughout the questions. It was an old, if esoteric, spell that
measured people's personality compatibility. Used by yentas and other matchmakers, it provided simple signs of compatibility, changeable to the magus' preference.
Hermione had chosen to charm each questionnaire to turn her potential mate's name one of five colors.

If the ink stayed red, it meant the person would be utterly destructive to her well being and soul. Indigo was slightly better, indicating a corrosive influence that could be
overcome, but only with difficulty. Cerulean blue was neutral, neither harmful nor helpful, but most likely not conducive to a satisfying relationship. Green and gold were the
two positive colors, with gold indicating the highest potential for life long happiness and fulfillment.

By the time she finished charming the last parchment, Hermione could barely keep her eyes open. Laying the final survey face down on the small stack, she crept into bed,
not bothering to change into her nightclothes. Her last thought, before fading off into the land of Nod, was hoping she had cast the spell correctly.

Wednesday

The interviews started off the next day with the wizards Hermione didn't know by sight. Most of them were contenders in Hermione's mind for the first few questions, but
soon it became obvious that they all would be very poor choices, although she finished the questionnaire each time to be polite.

By the time she was done interviewing the unknowns, it was lunchtime. She headed down to the Great Hall, wishing that she was in an alternate universe, and would be
transported back to her real world in the very near future.

Walking to the Gryffindor table, she sat next to Harry and Ginny, who looked up at her with worried and curious faces.

"What's up, Hermione? Why weren't you in class this morning?" Harry asked, looking at her carefully to determine whether she was ill or not. She never missed classes if
she could help it.

"Oh, | was excused for the day," Hermione said, trying not to sound too weary.
"What's going on, Hermione? You seem even more dejected than usual," Ginny asked, her tone light, looking worried.
"It's horrible! They've told you about the law, haven't they?"

"The marriage law? Yeah," Harry said bitterly. "You'd think Voldemort actually won with these Draconian measures being considered. He would be extremely pleased. Hell,
I think he'd be laughing his bum off right now if he were alive."

"Yes, | think you're right, Harry. Did you hear about the new clause?" Hermione continued, even though it destroyed her appetite. Her friends needed to be warned, if they
hadn't been already.

"Yeah. Last night we were called to Professor Dumbledore's office, and so..." He drew a deep breath and tried to continue, "Well, we, Ginny and |, that is, well..."

"We were married last night!" Ginny said, with a happy glow, as if life couldn't be better. "Dumbledore gave us a few minutes alone to discuss our options, Harry proposed
to me, and then Dumbledore married us."

Hermione sat there, suddenly torn by this new development. One part of her was very happy for her friends, but another queasily bitter part made her lose all appetite for
lunch. Yet another part was jealous of Harry. Everything was easy for Harry, wasn't it?

As she sat staring at her friends in shock, she vaguely saw Ginny's face cloud up. Harry tentatively asked, "Hermione, is everything all right?"

Hermione, noticing her friends' distress, shook herself. "Yeah, I'm... I'm happy for you guys. | really am. | just wish Ron were here to make me as happy as you two." Harry
and Ginny exchanged a look as Hermione wiped away a stray tear. "But since he's not, | have to choose a mate in the next few days from the handful of wizards actually
willing to be my husband.” She sighed heavily. "Not exactly an easy proposition at any time, but especially not under pressure."

"So that's why Snape was in a good mood last night," Harry said thoughtfully.

It took a moment to process Harry's comment, but when she did, she was still confused. "Last night? When did you see him last night?"

"What? Oh, he was one of our witnesses."

"Why didn't you ask me to witness? Couldn't you have waited a few minutes?" Hermione asked in a hurt tone.

"Oh, Hermione, we tried, but you had warded your door, and well, those wards were scary.” Ginny looked like she sincerely regretted Hermione's absence.

"We figured that you probably would hex anyone who dared disturb you with wards like that up, so | didn't try taking them down," Harry continued. "Forgive us?"

Hermione looked at them, saw that they honestly had thought of her, and realized it was probably for the best. She would have been a damper on their joy, if she hadn't
hexed them for disturbing her, which she probably would have, if only reflexively.

"Yeah, | forgive you. So Snape was there?"

"Yeah, Snape and McGonagall both witnessed our marriage. Gosh, it's still weird to realize that we're actually married." Ginny looked up at Harry, adoration in her eyes.
Harry looked down at her with the same look.

"It's not as if it's an unusual idea though, Gin. We've been discussing it for a couple months."

Hermione was gobsmacked. They'd been discussing marriage for a couple months? Ever since Voldemort's defeat, she guessed, but geez, Ginny was only sixteen.
Marriage had been the furthest thing from Hermione's mind at that age, granted that Ron had still been clueless at that point. It wasn't until she was seventeen that they had
started dating, and her daydreaming strayed to weddings. But even then, she had had no intentions of getting married for several years. Not until they both had secure jobs
and could afford it. Not to mention there still had been a madman to defeat... But then, this law did change everything.

"Harry! Ginny! Why didn't you tell me you guys were so serious!"

"We didn't want to rub your nose in it, Hermione," Harry answered gently. "We knew you were in mourning for Ron, and, well, we didn't want to upset you. We figured we
would wait until you had recovered a little."

"That's sweet of you guys, but | would have been happy to know." Harry looked at her sharply. "l would have been! Mostly," she added, with reluctant honesty. She smiled
lopsidedly at them in apology. "Well, I'm sorry you felt like you needed to walk on pincushions around me. | am sad, but I'm not made of china. | won't break with the
slightest provocation. Honestly!" she exclaimed, in mock huffiness.

"Well, we'll try to remember that you're not a shrinking violet, but you must remember that we didn't want to end up like Malfoy," Harry teased.

Hermione blushed. It hadn't been one of her better moments. Draco, having proved himself a reluctant fighter for the Light, made a quip about Ron's fatal dueling skills in
front of her. It had taken Madam Pomfrey the better part of the night to fix him up. Hermione was amazed that she hadn't been expelled for the hexing she aimed at him.
The strange thing was that even Snape had been reluctant to punish her, only making halfhearted sneers about expulsion. At the time, she figured it was because he was



actually scared, but now she wondered if he had felt pity, or some other human emotion, for her.

"Well, | hope that Snape wasn't a complete pillock. Why didn't you get Remus to witness instead?"

Confused, Harry blurted, "Remus is around?"

"Yeah, he was part of the crowd when Dumbledore told me about the new clause, as were your brothers and Kingsley. And Snape."

"l wonder why he didn't stick around..." Ginny mused. Suddenly the last name Hermione mentioned made her start in surprise. "Wait a second! You mean that Snape was
one of the 'willing' wizards?"

"Not exactly. He was very shocked and upset when Dumbledore told him he was actually eligible to be a candidate. | swear he looked like he wanted to run from the room
screaming." Hermione giggled, then frowned. "It's not as if I'm that horrid."

"So you're choosing George, right?" Ginny asked, getting her back on topic.

"Um, well, I don't know, Gin," Hermione replied carefully. "l want to vet everyone out to make sure we'll both be happy for a long time or at least good companions. I'm not
sure George and | would make that great of a match, though. Nor Fred." Hermione looked at Ginny warily, then realized Ginny was teasing her.

"No, | think you and either of them would make for a miserable match. | want you for a sister, but | also don't want to lose another brother," she added her smile faltering for
a moment. Regaining her exuberant spirit, she added, "I'll just have to adopt you as my sister. Mum already thinks of you as a daughter, so there shouldn't be any
problems there." She winked at Hermione.

"l would be honored to be your sister, Gin, but who knows? I'm going to give your brothers an honest shot. It might turn out that one of them is my soul mate, and we'll fall
madly in love with each other by the end of the interview." Ginny laughed while Harry smirked.

"So what have you been doing this morning?" Harry asked, suddenly remembering that she still hadn't told them.

"I've been interviewing candidates," she said with a sigh. "I don't know how those blokes got my name, or thought they might be right for me, but honestly! One of them
doesn't even believe in equal rights for witches! If it weren't such a serious situation, | would think Dumbledore was full of codswallop for even letting that blinkered prat in."
She shook her head in disgust.

"So this afternoon | get to interview the men | already know a little about. Hopefully, it'll be more productive than the morning's interviews."

"Who's left?" Ginny asked, curiously.

"Well, your brothers for starters, Remus, Kingsley, and, here's a surprise, Blaise Zabini!" She smirked at their expressions.

"I didn't think he would be interested in... your type," Harry said carefully, as if unsure of how Hermione would take his comment. He relaxed when she laughed.

"Neither did I. | suspect that Dumbledore is desperate and told all the decent single guys he knows to come meet me whether they're interested or not. Most of the guys |
interviewed this morning seemed to be relieved to be dismissed, so I'll wager Blaise is being forced into this. | intend to find out." An evil grin crossed her face at the
prospect of interviewing her year's most sexually perplexing male. "I might add a few questions to the test just to dig out some other answers as well." They all laughed.
"So, no Snape on the schedule?" Ginny teased, although Harry frowned at the question.

"Are you kidding? | would probably die of shock if he showed up. | told Dumbledore, and the room in general, that | want no coerced prospects, and | think Dumbledore
would have to drag Snape kicking and screaming into a marriage interview with me. | expect neither of us would survive the meeting." She giggled again, remembering the
look on Snape's face last night. Then something Harry said earlier sank in.

"Snape was in a good mood last night? Why would the prospect of marrying me put him in a good mood?"

"Oh, | expect it was the fact that you're being forced to marry that put him in a good mood," Harry said, then hurriedly changed the topic. "So do you have any idea who
you'll choose?"

"Honestly, if it doesn't go better this afternoon, | am seriously going to consider seppuku. That or seduce some Muggle off the street," she added with a grin.
"If you choose the second option, | would at least go to a library, Hermione," Ginny said with a giggle. "You'd be more likely to meet someone with similar interests."

Hermione smirked. "Yeah, at least the homeless guys who live in the library are clean enough to find classy shelter." Harry shuddered at the thought, and Hermione
laughed loudly.

"And what finds you in such good humor, Miss Granger?" Snape's silky voice cut through her laughter. "Have you perhaps achieved the impossible and found marital bliss
after such a short search?"

She turned around and saw him in his typical domineering stance, legs slightly apart and arms crossed, glaring at her with a nasty smirk.

"I'm afraid not Professor, but then again, | haven't interviewed you, so there's still hope for me yet." She smirked back at him but was surprised at his reaction. Instead of
scowling, he merely cocked an eyebrow and smirked more broadly.

"Careful what you wish for, Miss Granger, else you may receive it." And with that, he stalked off, leaving Hermione once again gaping unattractively. She turned back to her
friends to find them looking at her oddly.

"Hermione," Ginny said slowly, "when did you start flirting with Snape?"

"What? | was not flirting, Ginny! | was trying to... | was not flirting! Stop smiling like that!" She had started blushing, but more out of vexation than embarrassment, as Ginny
looked at her with a smug expression, while Harry eyed her shrewdly, a small smile playing at his lips.

"Oh, gee look at the time. | have an interview in ten minutes. I'd better go prepare for it. I'll see you berks later." They just grinned more widely at her as she made her
excuses and rushed off.

XXX

Hermione sat in the small classroom used for her interviews at a complete loss. Two more candidates were crossed off her list. Although she wasn't surprised at Blaise's
dismissal, she was disappointed at having to eliminate the extremely attractive Kingsley Shacklebolt. His name had turned to a rather dark shade of blue, proving their
personalities were too disparate. Added to that the fact that he'd seemed disappointed as well, it left her sighing in frustration. If only she had a few years to make some
mistakes,. Kingsley would have been a fun mistake to make.

She mentally shook herself and started preparing for the next candidate. She couldn't remember who was next but was almost relieved to see George Weasley shyly enter
the room a couple minutes later. The fact that he could do anything shyly made Hermione hopeful, even though looking at him reminded her almost painfully of Ron.

"George!" She welcomed him with a friendly embrace. "Thank you for being willing to do this. You are willing, right? No one, not Dumbledore, not your mum, no one's



forcing you to do this, right?"

"Geez, 'Mione, I'm starting to think that you have an inferiority complex or something." He grinned at her, then added in a more serious tone: "You know, | was kinda sorry
you fancied Ron and not me." He shrugged as a sadness crossed his face. "Not that | begrudge Ron any happiness he managed to get." She hugged him again, this time a
little tighter, as she felt tears spring into her eyes.

"You're sweet, you know that, don't you?" she said as she pulled away.

"Thanks, 'Mione." They then sat down and talked.

As George answered Hermione's questions, it became clear that although they were better suited for each other than she originally suspected, they had only tenuous
common ground, most of which revolved around Ron. She finished her questionnaire, and they sat in silence. If they could find something else in common, besides Ron,
then they might have a chance.

"| failed your test, didn't I?" George asked, a little downhearted.

Hermione looked at his name, which had changed to a clear blue. She looked up and smiled tiredly. "Actually, so far you're the top contender.”

"You needn't sound so shocked, 'Mione. I'm not that different from Ron."

"Oh, George, that's one big problem with you. You remind me so much of Ron. | had started to think of you as a brother, and now here you are willing to be my husband? |
don't know if | can separate you from your role as a brother."” She tried to explain her muddled thoughts and feelings to him.

"l have one other test. So far, you're the only one to pass the 'written exam," she smirked at him, knowing how typical she was being in her approach to this situation. "But,
I mean, since we'd be married and have to live with each other for the rest of our natural lives, there's another aspect that needs to be considered.” She blushed, not
knowing how he was going to react.

"I'm shocked, 'Mione. You know I'm not that sort of boy!" George then grinned at her, throwing aside his mock outrage. "Come 'ere." And so George drew her into a gentle
kiss. As soon as their lips touched, however, it was obvious to both of them that it was not going to work out.

"I'm sorry, George," Hermione whispered into his ear, as they switched from kiss to hug.

"So'm |, Hermione." George squeezed her gently, then let her go. "Maybe it's better to be your brother, though." He smiled at her with his usual mischievous grin back in
place. "This way | won't get into serious trouble every time | pull a prank on anyone. | doubt you would have taken our pranks as lightly as they're intended, right?"

Hermione smiled back. "No, | doubt | would be able to blithely stand by and watch you make fools of my family and friends. Or at least not very often."
George got up to go, but Hermione held onto his hand. "Thank you, George. This means a lot to me."

"No problem, doll." He cocked his head to the side and waggled his eyebrows. "But now | need to go find my other half and tell him the deal's off. We were going to take
turns you know." He grinned even wider as Hermione slapped him, not quite sure whether he was joking.

"Well, it's better that we end it before we start then, 'cause | won't share my husband with anyone."

George laughed and went on his way.

Hermione smiled as he left, but the smile quickly faded. That was two down in one interview. She liked George better than Fred; both boys were like brothers to her, and
neither would suffice. But now things were getting desperate. She had a feeling that Remus wouldn't really want to marry her, although he'd do so if necessary, and without
complaining, but she really didn't want to take advantage of his good nature. Assuming, of course, that he even showed up. And if he wasn't suitable, then she might have
to resort to desperate measures.

However, when he showed up with a small bouquet of wildflowers in his hand and a shy smile on his lips, a few of her worries flew out the window.

"Remus. You came." Hermione smiled at him after kissing both cheeks.

"Of course | came, Hermione." He smiled back and while giving her the bouquet took a moment to admire her physique, though not too lasciviously. It made Hermione feel
like she might be attractive for more than just her mind. They settled down and went through the questionnaire leisurely, as if it were a normal conversation. After they
finished, Hermione looked down to find Remus' name glowing green, but she grew pensive.

"Oh, Remus, | don't feel right doing this."

"Doing what?"

"Asking some innocent bloke to marry me just so | can keep my equal footing. It just seems wrong."

"What if the bloke doesn't mind being married to a beautiful, intelligent young woman? What if the bloke thinks he's getting a great deal?"

Hermione blushed at being called beautiful. "A great deal?"

"Yes, a great deal. Not only would he get to spend the rest of his life with someone who is truly worthy, but he might even be seen as a hero of sorts by that person. | think
the bloke you choose will be lucky indeed."

"You're very sweet Remus, and if everyone were as sweet as you, | wouldn't have a problem.”

"Yes, well, if everyone were as sweet as me, then | would have a problem." He grinned at her and winked.
"So, | should warn you that you're the last contender.”

"Does that mean | win by default?"

"Win... How do you feel about this, Remus, all joking aside."

Remus sighed. "Honestly, | think it's awful. | think this situation is stealing something precious from you, and although it is better than being bound to the terms of that law,
it's still wrong to force you to compromise your dreams and independence like this. You deserve more."

"Thank you, Remus. But how would you feel about being married to me? | don't want you to marry me just to save me. I'm not worth - "

"You most certainly are worth it! Don't you dare think otherwise. Hermione, | don't know how | would feel about being your husband. | have a hard time separating you, the
woman beside me, from the fourteen-year-old witch who impressed me as a student. I'm not the type of man who's eager to bed a student, and | still haven't quite
reconciled myself to you as a non-student..." He paused for a moment.

"I do know that | would feel guilty. My..." he paused, as if changing gears, "I'm almost twenty years your senior, and I'm a werewolf. Those are two pretty serious marks



against me at this point. You deserve to be with someone closer to your own age, who can discover the world with you through fresh eyes. | don't fit that mark. | might not
be a full blown cynic, but | have seen enough of life to jade me."

"If it's just the age thing, then don't even bother feeling guilty. | don't hold with ageism."

Remus laughed, then looked at her smiling.

"No, it isn't just the age thing. In the wizarding community, our age difference would soon become negligible. No, it's more that you deserve better."
"Remus, that is a pitiful argument if you are actually trying to dissuade me from choosing you."

"Oh?"

"If | chose you, then it wouldn't be just because you're the only one left. | would only choose you if | were sure that you would be at least moderately happy in a relationship
with me. You deserve better than to be saddled with a young, naive wife who isn't even out of school yet."

Remus snorted. "Young you may be, Hermione, but naive, | think, you left behind in the battle fields. Although, | will admit that you may be naive if you think compatibility
on paper equals bliss in life."

"Of course not. | don't expect bliss. | doubt | would have achieved it even if this weren't a desperate situation.”

"That sounds familiar." Remus looked thoughtful for a moment, then a frown settled on his brow. "Don't take anything Snape tells you about emotions seriously. He was
goading you, plain and simple. If you could take your time then you would be assured of finding bliss. That's why this is a horrible situation for you. It robs you of that
chance."

"So you don't think we could be happy together?"

Remus smiled sadly. "I think | could be very happy with you, Hermione. | just would hate to find you not happy with me."

"Remus, I... Um," Hermione was getting flustered. Remus was being so kind and gentle with her; it felt as though she were being thrown a life preserver. However, as he
said, compatibility on paper didn't translate to compatibility in life. There was still that pesky physical element.

"Yes?"
"Because this would be a marriage, and such, well, kiss me?"

Remus chuckled, and then leaned in to place a gentle kiss on her lips. His kiss felt so different from George's or even Ron's kisses. His lips were so warm and soft, inviting
her in, but not demanding anything. She wanted more, realizing that his kiss was more comforting than anything else she had experienced. The sadness of losing Ron was
shoved to the side as she felt a gentle warmth spread through her being, leaving her feeling peaceful and rested. When his tongue politely asked for entrance, she granted
the request immediately and was rewarded with an even greater warmth that tingled down her body, leaving her covered in goose flesh. Only when he withdrew a couple
minutes later, did she notice that he'd been holding her close to him, caressing her back and neck in an endearing and gentlemanly way.

They both took a few seconds to breathe again and regain their composure. Hermione spoke first.

"Wow."

"Agreed." They realized they were staring at each other and shyly looked away, smiling.

"I think | might have a chance of real happiness with you, Remus."

"l know | could be happy with you, Hermione, though not everything will be as simple as a kiss."

"Oh, | know reality will rear its ugly head at some point, but that was nice enough to make up for many small problems that will no doubt arise.”

"Are you choosing me?"

"I still want to think about it a little, but yes, | think so. Choosing you is definitely a fate better than death." Hermione looked at him with a smile but was concerned to see
him frowning. "What's up?"

"l am a werewolf, Hermione. You could be condemning yourself to a harsh fate."

"We'll both be careful. | expect Professor Snape will teach me how to make the Wolfsbane Potion, so that won't be a concern, as I'm positive I'll be qualified to brew it. And
with that we should be fine."

"It's not just your physical safety | was thinking about. | know you'll be adept at the Wolfsbane Potion. Even Severus has admitted that you're a competent brewer. No, what
I'm thinking about is the harsh economic reality of my lycanthropy. | find it very difficult to acquire a job. Rarely does an employer have sympathy for my monthly absences,
so | am perennially looking for work. | know you are a capable witch, so | don't doubt you have the wizarding world at your doorstep right now, but being married to me may
bring with it a social stigma making it difficult for you to find employment.

"Add to that, if we decide to have children at some point, we'd have to be extra careful to make sure they avoided exposure. And no matter how careful we are, they'll feel
the stigma when they come to school even if they're pure.

"Mine's a difficult path emotionally, Hermione. Think carefully before condemning yourself to that path, especially without love."

Hermione was silent for a minute after Remus' speech. She didn't know how to reassure him, or even if she could. He offered her hope in the form of life. She had almost
been ready to give up.

"l know that life may be difficult, but | like you a lot, Remus, and | respect you. After that kiss, | have little doubt that I'll learn to love you. | would be hard pressed not to."
She smiled at him reassuringly and was met with a tentative smile from him.

"Well, just think about it. | really don't want your life to be a burden. You are much too special." And with that, Remus got up, took her hand, pressed it delicately to his lips,
and bid her adieu.

He left Hermione thinking about their encounter. She'd always liked Lupin; she had been extremely disappointed, almost heartbroken, when she thought he'd been helping
Sirius back in her third year after figuring out he was a werewolf. She'd always felt slightly guilty about that whole debacle. But now, here she was on the cusp of choosing
him as her husband. She didn't know what to think.
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Chapter 3: Snape

Hermione sighed. She slowly stood up to gather together the parchments from the interviews. As she reached for the first one, she was interrupted by the figure of Snape
striding in as if it were his classroom.

"Miss Granger, | have come to see you regarding your absence from my class today."

"I thought Professor Dumbledore had excused me from all my classes, sir. Is there make-up work you wish me to do?"
Snape sneered. "The headmaster sent me to ask you if your day has been productive.”

She unconsciously licked her lips as she thought about the last interview's results.

"Yes, the day was very productive. | finally found the answer to Blaise's sexual preferences.” She smirked as Snape raised an eyebrow at her. "And with that information, |
found out just how attractive | am." She looked down and shuffled the parchments, not wanting Snape to see her glassy eyes.

Blaise had confirmed her suspicions about her "suitors™ motives. Dumbledore was not a force to be trifled with.
"Ah, so you've had quite the day for your ego, | see," Snape said with his characteristic sarcasm. "Lucky you."

Hermione sighed before looking back up. "As for the meetings being productive, well, Remus was very nice about being the remaining contender. | still have to make a
decision, but | think | know what my choice is."

Snape looked at her, his face a blank mask. He then sighed, and said, "I'm curious, Miss Granger. What questions you came up with to help you make your decision."
Hermione looked at him suspiciously. "Why?"

"Because | have insatiable curiosity," he said flatly, as he looked at her arrogantly, demanding an answer.

"I'l tell you, but only if you answer the questions.” She smiled at him with fake innocence. It was an opportunity she could not pass up, even if she regretted it later in class.
"I'll do no such thing."

"Well, then, your curiosity will remain unsatisfied."

Snape scowled. Hermione smiled.

"Fine. | will answer those questions | deem worthy, with your promise that any and all information | give you goes no further.”

Hermione looked at him, surprised that he gave in so easily. "Of course, Professor. | wouldn't think of sharing anyone's answers, let alone yours." She took one of the
parchments and sat down, indicating to Snape that he should make himself comfortable.

"Okay, first off, do you want children?"

"That is your first question?"

"Yes. Is something wrong with that?"

"No, | just thought you would cushion such a question with more mundane, less personal ones. But | forgot, you lack Slytherin subtlety, in favor of Gryffindor brashness."

Hermione's hackles were raised. "What is it with you and that stupid rivalry? | mean, yes, the other professors want their Houses to win the House and Quidditch cups, but
they don't go around insulting the other Houses. It seems so childish.

"And as for cushioning the question, | am trying to determine whether the person is compatible with me, and as you pointed out, | prefer being bold rather than sly. If the
person is affronted by my manner, then it's best to figure that out right away. Besides, it's a crucial question, and there's no point wasting time | haven't got."

Snape stared at her, both eyebrows raised, his lips twitching.

"l see. Next question?"

"You didn't answer the first."

"Eventually. Next question.”

"Really? You're open to having kids? I... Huh."

"l have no objection to children, Miss Granger. | object to dunderheads. | am fairly confident that my children will not be dunderheads."

"Children? Plural?" Hermione was gaping again, not believing her ears. This bitter man, the Bat of the Dungeons, the Greasy Git wanted more than just an heir?
"Yes, although | would leave the decision of how many up to my wife. | do not think I'd like to have more than five, though."

"How considerate," Hermione said faintly. She looked down for the next question.

"Um, would you object to my working?"

"l would insist on it."



Hermione cocked her eyebrow at him. "Insist?"

"The reason Dumbledore has set you up with these options is so that you are relatively free, not wasting away, breeding. He seems to think you might be able to make a
valuable contribution to our society, and therefore would be highly disappointed if you chose to laze about doing nothing more meaningful than dusting and producing the
next generation of wizards."

"You'd insist that | work, so as not to incur Dumbledore's disappointment?”

"Yes. Next question."

Hermione harumphed, but moved on, though she wasn't satisfied.

"Do you squeeze the toothpaste from the end or the middle?"

Snape looked at her, completely thrown off guard. "What does that have to do with anything? That doesn't deserve an answer."

"The reasoning behind this question, sir, is: firstly- to see how a person reacts to unexpected, though trivial events; secondly- to gauge their sense of humor; and thirdly- to
see if they are willing to share and compromise on the little things. Usually it is the little things that cause the biggest fights."

"Small events may spark the big fights, Miss Granger, but usually the underlying cause is much bigger than a misshapen tube of toothpaste."
"So you squeeze from the end, then?"

"Mm." Snape's mouth was twitching again, almost as if he wanted to laugh.

She took that for assent. "That's good. Less waste that way. And that brings me to the next question, which is about personal hygiene."

"l will not answer."

"But it's important.”

"How?"

"Smell and touch are two extremely sensitive senses. If you don't like how a person smells or feels, then it will be a constant irritant.”

"Then you should ask to smell and touch the person, instead of asking about his hygiene."

"Well, I'd agree about the smelling bit, but if a person has oily skin, that can be easily washed off, leaving little to complain about. Besides health is a factor as well. | would
hate to find bugs in the bed."

"So you would want to share a bed with your husband?"

"What? Um, yes, probably. Unless he snores or has other disgusting habits."

"Snoring is usually not a matter of habit."

"You know what | meant."

"Mm." Snape looked thoughtful, but he gave no clue as to what his thoughts were.
"Okay, well then, would you have a mistress?"

Snape looked up sharply, obviously taken by surprise. "What kind of question is that?"

"This is a more or less forced marriage. Love probably won't factor in, and, well, if love isn't there, then fulfilling each other's needs adequately would probably be fairly
difficult. Having lovers on the side might make life easier." She adopted an innocent tone trying to coax a little truth out of him.

"I would not share my wife."

"But would you want your wife to shareyou?"
Snape looked like there was a bad smell in the room as he wrinkled his nose in disgust. "Fidelity is important."

"Forgive me, Professor, but history has shown that what men consider fidelity is often extremely hypocritical. | would want to know up front whether the person in question
held with such views."

"l see. But how is that relevant? If a man holds with such views, he is not likely to admit it to his prospective bride. Only a fool would destroy trust before it has been
earned."

"So what is your answer?"

"Do you think me a fool, Miss Granger?"

"No."

"Well, then, that is your answer."

XXX

Three hours and thirty questions later found Hermione losing patience with her Potions professor.

"How can you call this test a failure? You said you'd answer those questions you 'deem worthy,' and you've answered nearly every one. If the questions are worthy, how
can the test not be?"

"You will not raise your voice to me, Miss Granger, or do | need to remind you that | am still your professor?"
Hermione glared at Snape, but managed to master herself. "Well then, Professor, sir, will you please educate me on this point and answer my question?"

"I'm disappointed in you, Miss Granger, if you cannot answer such a simple question. But you've pleased me by confirming my suspicions that you are not truly intelligent,
just adept at memorizing. Too bad you can't learn how to live life from a book, eh, Miss Granger?"

Hermione's eyes stung, but she refused to let Snape see his words affect her. "If you've finished insulting me in such an adolescent manner, | believe | need to be going,
unless you are willing to grace me with your superior knowledge of how to live a full and happy life. That or tell me why you think this test is a failure."



Snape's eyes narrowed at her tone and he stood up to loom menacingly over her. "The test is a failure because, although it might tell you whether you can live with the
person in relative harmony, it does not tell you whether you will get what you really want from the relationship. | suspect that lack is due to your inability to figure out what it
is you actually want from a man."

"Do you really think me a fool, Professor? | know what | want, and | compiled that information and wrote the test accordingly. | didn't write it based on a few inane quizzes
in some trashy magazine!"

"Oh, and what do you want from a relationship?"

"I'm disappointed in you, Professor. If you can't figure out the answer to that simple question when all the information has been provided, then you aren't as clever as you
are said to be. I'm shocked."

She nearly fainted when the room rang with his deep laugh. When he stopped laughing, he advanced on her slowly, as if he was stalking her. "Although | provided you with
your answer, | believe | can answer your question without your assistance," he purred.

"You desire a man who will be honest with you and be able to withstand your blunt personality without cringing. You want him to challenge you, stimulate you, while
providing you with an emotional cushion to fall back on. You need a strong man, one who will be nice to you when life throws you down, as it will, and help you get back on
your feet.

"You also need a man who will need you in return. Someone who will value the input that you will be always providing, whether asked for or not. You need a man who has
enough of a sense of humor to be able to laugh at himself and admit when he's wrong, and make sure you see the humor in your own mistakes."

He was circling her like a vulture, ever closer, and his physical presence, combined with his voice, was making her shiver. He stopped and stood close behind her, and as
he spoke in barely a whisper, his breath brushed her ear, making it tingle.

"Your test is a failure, Miss Granger, because | fit most of that description to a tee, and yet | expect that | did not meet with your approval based on the test." He stepped in
front of her, and his voice reverted back to his normal sneer. "You failed to take your own superficial nature into consideration." And with that, he turned to leave.

Hermione's shaky voice stopped him before he reached the door when she proclaimed, "Good gods, you're right. You scored even higher than Remus."

Snape turned and looked at Hermione through shuttered eyes.

"Do not mock me, Miss Granger," he said threateningly.

"I'm not, Professor. The test results clearly show you as the most compatible man for me without taking the final test into consideration. | must have forgotten a personality
clause somewhere in there. I'll have to look it over tonight and find out where | went wrong." Her eyes scanned the test for clues to her mistake, but kept flicking back to the
warm, pale gold of Snape's name, which almost blended into the creamy yellow parchment.

Hermione was so disconcerted by the thought of her test being a failure, that she didn't notice Snape staring at her in consternation until he spoke.

"Final test? | was under the impression that that was the extent of your testing."

"Oh, those who passed the 'written test,' as I've taken to calling it, were subjected to a physical examination."

She smirked at the look of disgusted confusion that overtook his features. It was an unusual sight.

"The exam consists of a kiss," she explained, then laughed as Snape took an involuntary step back with a worried expression on his face, as if the mere thought would
give him nightmares.

"l will not kiss you," he stated flatly.

She snorted. "Don't worry, sir. The final test is reserved for only the serious contenders. Since | asked you the questions simply to satisfy your curiosity, and made you
answer to satisfy my own, | would not presume to take advantage of your good nature and impose a kiss upon you."

Snape scowled. Hermione smiled.
"Well, sir, if that's all you wanted to see me about, then | really should be going. | need to talk to Dumbledore and clear up a few details before | ask Remus if he's really

willing to be my husband." Hermione gathered up her parchments and walked out the door with nary a backward glance, leaving Snape standing in an empty classroom
with a confused scowl on his face.

Questions and Revelations

Chapter 5 of 15

Hermione tries to sort out all the information she gathered during the interviews, but does she have all the information
necessary?

Disclaimer: As if!
Chapter 4: Questions and Revelations

When Hermione arrived at the Great Hall after putting her papers away, she found dinner was already well under way. She made her way over to where Harry and Ginny
sat.

"Hey Hermione, how're the interviews going?" Ginny asked as Harry acknowledged her between large bites of food.
"Relatively well." She didn't really want to talk about it, so she tried to change the subject. "What's with him?" she asked, indicating Harry's fervor with the food.

Ginny blushed. "Oh, um, he worked really hard at practice today."



Hermione smirked, but decided not to push the subject, though it would have been fun to see if Ginny's face could match her hair. Instead, she politely allowed Ginny to
turn the topic back onto her problem.

"So, did you find a soul mate in George?" Ginny teased good-naturedly.

"Yes, but we decided marriage might hurt our relationship as siblings." She smiled and rolled her eyes at Ginny. "Seriously, though, we decided it's probably better for all
concerned if we maintain a more fraternal relationship. It was very sweet of him to be willing to 'save' me like that, though. | hope your mum won't go ballistic that | rejected
her son."

Ginny laughed. "No, or at least if she does, we'll all set her right on that count."” She giggled a little more, imagining her mum's reaction, but then grew somber.

"So did you find anyone suitable?"

"Um, yeah. Remus was really quite acceptable. | have to think it over, of course, seeing as his lycanthropy will make life difficult, but | think we have a really good shot at
being happy together." Hermione smiled dreamily as she remembered their kiss.

Harry decided that was a good time to join the conversation, having finished inhaling his food. "So, since you're alive and well, | assume Snape didn't show."

"Funny you should ask. He did show up. He was even almost civil. And the most astonishing part is that he allowed me to question him, but only to satisfy his curiosity, you
know." She scowled as she thought about the test results. Could it be that test was flawed, or was Snape perhaps playing with her, trying to bring her down another notch?

"The really funny thing," she added in a voice devoid of humor, "was that he scored higher than Remus did for compatibility."
Ginny started choking on her pumpkin juice, and Harry patted her on the back, that shrewd look back in place.

"I'm not really surprised," he said after Ginny started breathing again.

Hermione nearly sprayed her friends with her juice. "You aren't?"

"No. You're both smart, you both are really fastidious, and you're both perfectionists." Harry shrugged. "Probably if | knew more about him | could come up with more
similarities."

Hermione looked slightly ill, but eyed Harry with a calculating expression.

"So are you saying | should pursue a man whom | don't like, and who hasn't shown me an ounce of kindness because we are vaguely similar and he had good test
scores?"

"Hell no! I'm just saying I'm not surprised he scored high. No, | think Remus is a much... nicer choice for you."

"l notice you didn't say 'better."

Harry looked uncomfortable. "That's not for me to judge.”

Hermione pursed her lips and continued looking at Harry sharply. Since when was he accepting of Snape?

"What do you know, Harry? What aren't you telling me? Why this sudden shift in perspective?"

"I'm a married man now," Harry said hopefully. "l was bound to mature at some point?" Seeing her scowl deepen, he sighed and dropped the pretense.

"Look, | can't tell you anything except that | learned a little more about the man after the battle, and it made him a little more acceptable in my mind. He's still a bastard, but
now | know there's more to him than just his sadistic tendencies."

Hermione looked at Harry a moment more before shrugging, accepting defeat. "Well, after the interview with him, I'd have to agree, but | still don't like him much."
"Who does?" Ginny added. She then grinned and asked, "So what tidbits of information did you gather on The Git?"

Hermione laughed at her friend. "Do you really think he would answer any question without having me sign an oath of secrecy?" she exaggerated. "That man is nothing if
not paranoid!"

" think that's pretty reasonable though, considering his role in the war, don't you?" Harry defended.

"Oh, | know he had good reason for it, and | suppose it's a hard habit to break. But | swear he thinks everyone is out to get him. | think he's convinced that he's seen as
reprehensible and so that's how he acts. He hides behind his greasy hair and snarls if anyone gets too close for fear of them forming any sort of bond. You have to be able
to cut ties quickly in his business. He's spent so much time and energy building up this image, but now that it's not needed, he's still stuck in the same frame of mind.
Merlin forbid he actually learn how to change!"

Harry and Ginny had both paled as Hermione continued with her diatribe and stared at something three feet above her head. Looking around slowly, she saw the very
angry figure of Professor Snape. He glared down and pierced her with his angry eyes. She tensed her shoulders reflexively, waiting for the ax to fall, but he just curled his
lip in disdain and walked away.

Hermione, now also quite pale, turned back to face her friends. They all looked at each other, silently wondering why he hadn't lashed out.

XXX

As she made her way to the headmaster's office after dinner, Hermione tried to force her mind away from Snape. She needed to think about how her choice was going to
affect Lupin's life. She didn't want to make his life harder than it already was, but at the same time, if she was honest with herself, what other choice did she have? Life
otherwise looked too bleak.

She was pretty sure he would bear her presence amicably enough, even if she couldn't get over the feeling that he hadn't been completely honest with her after the official
interview. She didn't know why she suspected him of not telling her the whole truth, but she couldn't shake the feeling. If he was lying, it was probably just to be nice, but it
really didn't sit well. Would he gloss over the truth in every situation just to make her more comfortable?

He had been decidedly honest about his lycanthropy, though, which was a good sign. At least he would probably be honest when it really mattered.

Her mind drifted back to Snape. He hadn't been kind or comforting, but there was no denying he was honest. If he had actually been a contender, then... What? Hermione's
mind flitted through thoughts and emotions associated with Snape - not many were pleasant.

She respected him for his work with the Order, but disliked him for his personality - or was that persona? He challenged her as a student in a way few teachers did, but he
used intimidation as his main tool; she found that despicable. He was intelligent but fierce. She had assumed he was literally repulsive because he was unhappy, but what
if that were his actual personality? She knew better than to expect a forty-year-old man to change.

But no matter where her thoughts drifted, they all arrived back at the key issue: whether or not he would suit her better than Remus, not only was he not a willing



contender, but he didn't even like her. He made that clear time and time again. Why was she wasting her time and energy thinking about him when he wasn't even a
realistic option?

She forcefully shoved him to the back of her mind and confined him there to pace restlessly, promptly ignoring any further pleas for attention. That done, she realized that
she had been pacing in front of the stone gargoyle guarding Dumbledore's office. It was eyeing her with a smirk that made her wonder whether she had been muttering to
herself or not. She sighed, said, "string mints," and stepped onto the moving staircase.

XXX

"Are you sure about this, child?" Dumbledore asked her solemnly.

"As sure as | think I'll ever be." She sighed. "It's not like | have a better option available. Remus is kind, and he'll treat me with respect. He said he'd probably be happy with
me, and | expect | will be happy with him." She was somewhat surprised that Dumbledore was reluctant about her choice. She figured he had personally selected all of the
men she had interviewed.

"Besides, " she continued, "other than Professor Snape, no one else even came close to passing Remus for compatibility on my test. | know we're not soul mates or
anything, but at least we're friends."

"Why aren't you considering Professor Snape, then?"

Hermione wanted to believe Dumbledore was joking, but his tone and face were both serious. "Well, besides the fact that | don't really like him, and I'm pretty sure he
doesn't like me, he isn't a real option. He made it clear that he took the test out of curiosity and was not interested otherwise."

"Are you sure about that, Hermione? Severus is not always the most forthright of men."

She snickered at the understatement. "Based on all our conversations, | can't come to any other conclusion, sir." She paused to go through all of their interactions over the
past twenty-four hours and nodded her head. "Do you, um... has he told you otherwise, sir?"

"No." Dumbledore shook his head slowly, looking at his steepled fingers. "l just want to make sure you've thought every option through. A lifetime commitment to a
werewolf, even one as kind and honorable as Remus, is a recipe for a hard life, Hermione." He sighed. "But if you're sure about this, then let us proceed. | suppose we
should start planning the wedding now." He observed her over his half-moon glasses as if looking for ideas.

"l suppose so, but | should probably tell Remus that I've made up my mind, sir."

"Yes, that would probably be the best course of action." Dumbledore looked out the window to view the bright moonlit sky. "l suppose we should plan for the wedding to
take place on Sunday? Everything could be ready by then."

Hermione nodded silently in agreement lost in her own thoughts. She made her way to the door slowly, reexamining everything, yet again.
"Is there anything else you wish to discuss right now, child?" Dumbledore cut through her thoughts.
Before she could stop herself or ask herself why, she turned around and asked, "Does Professor Snape laugh often?"

Dumbledore raised his eyebrows in surprise, and his beard twitched. "No, | can't say that he does. | do know that he has a wonderful sense of humor, though. | believe it's
one of the few things that has kept him sane all these years." Dumbledore looked at her curiously, silently asking why she asked.

"Right, well, | don't know why | asked, sir, but | do know that it's a shame he doesn't laugh or at least smile more often. He might be more likable if he did." She cringed
inwardly at what she had said, and decided it was best to say goodnight before she could embarrass herself further.

What had come over her? Why had she asked about Professor Snape's laughing habits? He had made it abundantly clear that he did not enjoy her company and the
thought of marrying her was his "worst nightmare." But then, why had he taken the time to answer her questions, even if he was just trying to satisfy his curiosity? Why was
he curious about her thought process at all?

Why was she even thinking about Snape? She had chosen Lupin, and Snape wasn't even an option, end of discussion.

She needed to talk to Remus, tell him of her choice and make their engagement official. She walked briskly toward his quarters, trying to stifle thoughts of Snape.

XXX

Hermione slowed to a stop when she realized she was lost. She had been trying so hard to divert her thoughts from Snape that she hadn't paid attention to where she was
going and found herself in a foreign corridor.

She looked around for any signs of familiarity. She found it odd that through seven years of attendance, two of which had prefect patrols and another year almost done with
Head Girl duties, that she could still find herself completely lost. Worse still, there weren't any portraits to ask for directions.

Her ears were filled with her heartbeat as she stood still for a moment, trying to catch her breath from her quick pace. She was surprised her heart was knocking so
insistently in her head, then realized that the sound she was hearing was more of knuckles on wood sound, rather than pulse in ears.

She quieted herself and listened. In the distance she could hear a low murmur of voices, somewhere in the corridor ahead. She started following the murmurs, hoping that
she wasn't following the echoes that the stone corridor produced. After a few steps she noticed that the sound of her footsteps was blocking her ability to hear the faint
voices, so she quickly cast a Cushioning Charm on her shoes.

She hurried toward the voices when she distinguished them again, thankful that they appeared to be stationary. She was about to round a corner when one voice stopped
her cold.

"You know damn well that she's too good for you!"

It was Snape's voice! She peeked around the corner, but the hall was empty except for a sliver of light slicing through it. The owners of the voices were apparently behind a
slightly open door.

She crept forward, wanting to know whom Snape was talking to before making her presence known. She silently wedged her way behind a giggling statue of Wendelin the
Weird, which was situated beside the open door. Snape's voice rang out again.

"Of course not! Why would she choose me? But at least | would be able to provide for her and would be far less likely to kill her."

"Physically, maybe," the other voice stated, then lowered to an inaudible growl. She strained to hear, not quite believing what she was hearing.
"...offer her friendship and kindness, which is more than you'd ever do for her."

It was Lupin. Snape was talking to Lupin! But surely they weren't talking about her. The thought of Snape being protective of her was ludicrous.

"Are you planning on encouraging her love?" Snape's voice was quiet, but full of menace.



"Why wouldn't I? She's going to be my wife, after all. I'm hardly going to encourage her to love another."

Hermione froze. They were talking about her. Why was Snape talking to Lupin about her? Snape was talking again, but so softly she could only catch his last words: "love
her back?"

Lupin growled at Snape. "l did try to discourage her, you know. I've made it very clear that life with me won't be easy."
Snape responded to that in a whispering hiss that was difficult to make out. "Yes... did... left out... another, didn't you? ... thought it inconsequential.”
Lupin's answer was a threatening growl. "Hermione doesn't ever need to know, and if you let it slip, like you did about my affliction, your life will be forfeit, Snape."

"l would not dream of hurting her like that, Lupin, but she is a smart girl, and a very curious one at that. She will figure it out eventually, and when she does she will never
forgive you for it."

Silence followed Snape's statement. Hermione edged closer, straining to hear what was going on, so was startled when Lupin said clearly, "You lecherous bastard! You
want her, don't you?" A mocking sneer was evident in Lupin's voice "Why didn't | see it before?"

"Whether or not | do is immaterial as it is you she has chosen. | am here to make sure you honor the girl as she deserves. | want your word that you will not hurt her in any
way."

"You don't just want her, you love her! Why haven't you told her? Why are you leaving her to me? If | loved her, there's no way I'd let a chance like this go by!"

"Yes, well, as you so kindly pointed out, | am not nice, so | am bound to hurt her. She does not like me; she does like you. If | did love her, | would hardly force her hand in
such a manner. It is her choice, and | will abide by it. She deserves that much respect.”

Hermione was so stunned at Snape's sentiment that she didn't hear Lupin's response. All she could hear was the blood rushing to her head. Snape loved her? There had to
be another explanation. A sudden outburst from Snape drew her attention back to the conversation.

"l will not have you play games with her mind or heart, Lupin!" His voice then turned into a soft hiss, and she couldn't parse what he was saying.
"Coward!" cried Lupin, eliciting another hiss from Snape.

"You are nothing but a ruddy coward! You leave her to be my responsibility because you're too scared of rejection, and then you have the gall to threaten me if | don't meet
YOUR expectations of what a good husband is? | call that cowardice, Snivellus. You're right. You don't deserve her."

"Just make sure you do," Snape spat, then she heard the rustle of his robes. She hurriedly concealed herself just as Snape strode out of the room, robes billowing behind
his sour countenance.

Lupin slammed the door, making Hermione jump, and silencing Wendelin. She leaned against the wall trying to digest what she had just overheard.

Snape loved her! That would explain a lot of things. But if he did, why had he been such an arse to her? Why had he done his best to make sure she didn't know? Was it
fear of rejection, or was Snape playing one of his Slytherin games, trying to be as subtle as possible? She felt that Lupin was right: if Snape did love her, why wasn't he
making the most out of this miserable moment?

She decided she really needed to think things through a little more before talking to Lupin. She got to her feet and slowly walked in the direction she came from, hoping to
make it to back to her room that night.

Harry's Tale

Chapter 6 of 15

Harry tells Hermione what he knows, mostly.

Disclaimer: | wish.

Chapter 5: Harry's Tale

When she finally found her way back to the portrait of the Fat Lady, she wearily gave the password,tbotroo," and climbed into the common room. Harry and Ginny were
just about to retire to their suite for the night, but one look at Hermione and they changed course.

"What's wrong, Hermione?" Harry asked. "You look like you've just failed a NEWT."

Hermione started to scowl, but then realized Harry knew something about Snape. Maybe this was it.
"Harry, | need to talk to you. Do you have a minute?"

Harry looked at Ginny who nodded, eyes alight with curiosity. "Sure. What's up?"

Hermione looked around. "Let's go somewhere more private," she said, and pulled her friends into her room. Once the door was closed she told them everything, starting
with her and Snape's tete-a-tete the evening before in Dumbledore's office, finishing with Snape telling Lupin off.

Ginny was dumbfounded at the revelation. Although he was trying to look astonished, Hermione could tell that Harry wasn't at all surprised.
"Harry, | need to know everything that made you change your mind about Snape."
Harry looked at her for a moment before letting out a breath and nodding.

"It all started when Rookwood threw that curse at you after Voldemort fell. Everyone was really scared that you were going to die. Ron was completely devastated as he
carried you back to the castle. The way he looked, well, we thought you were already dead.



"Anyway, | was looking for you at the time," Harry said, turning to Ginny. "I had finished looking in the fields, so | hoped to find you in the hospital wing. | had to stop when |
rounded the corner to the hospital's entrance because Ron and Snape were blocking the door having an intense row. They both were so angry that neither noticed | was
standing there. Ron was yelling at Snape...

"Just tell me where he is, Snape!"

"Mr. Weasley, | am not going to send you off headlong into a suicide mission! How would that help matters?"

"It'd help me get revenge."

"And | ask again, how will that help anything? Do you really think she would want you to go get yourself killed?"

"Thanks to him we won't find out, now will we? She's going to die, and you're just going to let him escape! He needs to die now!"

Ron turned to leave, but Snape grabbed his arm.

"Weasley, they haven't given up on her yet, and neither should you. What if she doesn't die? What if she makes it through, and then you're not there because of some
halfcocked revenge scheme? She... You would willingly cause her to suffer as you are right now?"

Ron stiffened in his grasp.
"What makes you so sure | won't be successful?"

"I know his mindset, Weasley. Right now he is desperate. He doesn't care about living anymore just as long as he is free. He wants to take out as many people as he can
before he goes. He is insane, and going after him by yourself is stupid. Wait until--"

"There's no time to wait! Even you admitted he'll probably escape notice and not face consequences. Let me after him so we don't lose the trail."

"Weasley... Ronald, he has an innate ruthlessness which makes him a much stronger wizard than you. You are too noble to kill him before he strikes you down. Do not
rush headlong into death because you feel like you can't live without her. Stay here where she needs you, and let me Kill the bastard."”

"This is my fight, Snape. You've already done your bit. I'm not letting you take my revenge."
"It is not your revenge to take yet, Weasley! She is not dead, and don't you even..."
Snape cut off, like he would regret his words. He scowled in thought, then tried again to convince Ron of his duty.

"Your job now is to be a man and sit by her bedside until she recovers. If you want to do more than that, then help me create potions that may save her. Don't throw away
the gift of her love, Weasley."

Ron stopped at that and looked Snape in the eyes.

"l wouldn't be able to face her love if | don't do this, sir. You owe me. Tell me where he is, so | can kill him and be back before she wakes."

"It seems you do not understand the concept of a life debt, Mr. Weasley. | would hardly be repaying you by sending you to your death."

The stare Ron gave him was so stony, | think even Snape was impressed.

"Consider the information to be saving me from an undignified life, Professor. | need to avenge her."

Snape looked at him with a calculating stare, as if sizing him up. Clearly not happy with what he saw, he sighed and divulged Rookwood's location.

"There's a small hut on the northernmost rock of the Seven Stones, off Cape Cornwall. That is where he is most likely hiding. It is heavily warded, and you will need to land
by boat. He'll be able to see you from about 50 meters off... Can you not see it is a suicide mission, Ronald? Just let him rot there in his private hell."

Ron just looked at him, then said, "If | don't come back... Will you please look out for her, sir?"

Snape closed his eyes and nodded. When Ron turned to leave Snape's shoulders sank in failure.

"Ron left in a big hurry, and | went after him. First, | tried to convince him that Snape was right, that it was suicide, but he just brushed me off. Then, | tried to tag along, so
that he at least wouldn't be facing Rookwood alone. He wouldn't let me because of Ginny. He knew he was going to die and refused to let me go down with him. He finally

had to Stun me to get me off his tail."

"l came to a little later and realized that | never had found you, love." He paused, looking at Ginny with an apologetic smile. She waved off his guilt, so he turned back to
Hermione. "When | arrived at the hospital wing | saw Snape sitting at your bedside looking at you. The pain in his face was... It was horrible."

Harry stopped speaking as Hermione sniffled and wiped away her tears with her sleeve.
"Stupid prat," she said softly, then began to cry.

Ginny went and wrapped her arms around Hermione, rocking her soothingly, while Harry looked on with sympathy. After a little bit, Hermione composed herself and looked
at Harry accusingly.

"All you told me about Ron's death before was that he died dueling Rookwood. You didn't tell me that he went and offed himself! Did Snape swear you to secrecy, or were
you trying to protect me, Harry?"

Harry let out a big sigh. "No, Snape couldn't care less about me witnessing that fight. | didn't tell you because you were so..." He stopped, trying to find the words.
"Hermione, you've been the rock for us. Seeing you so fragile brought out the protective prat in me. | thought it would be better for you to find out later. | thought you might
shatter with one more blow."

Hermione looked at him and nodded in understanding. She still felt brittle, but she was much stronger now than she had been at first. She motioned for Harry to continue
his tale.

"So anyway, | saw Snape sitting there by your bed, but then | saw you, Gin. You looked peaceful enough, so | found Madam Pomfrey and got all the details on your
condition. When | found out you were simply exhausted, | think | nearly collapsed with relief. All | wanted was to be by your side when you woke up.

"When | started falling asleep Madam Pomfrey came over and told me my vigil was silly, seeing as you wouldn't be waking up for at least a week. | must have looked
stricken, because she then reassured me that it takes longer to recover from magical exhaustion.



"l was tired, so | decided to take her advice. On my way out | noticed that Snape was still there sitting by you, and now he was holding your hand. He didn't even notice
when | sat down on the other side of you until | asked how you were.

"He jumped, and when he looked at me, his expression was so hollow it scared me. He didn't respond except to shrug. At that point Madam Pomfrey came over and
shooed me off for the night.

"When | went to the hospital the next day to look after the two of you, Professor Dumbledore met me on the way and told me Ron was missing. He had last been seen in
Penzance.

"| asked after you, and Dumbledore just looked grave and shook his head and sighed. | went in to check on you and noticed Snape wasn't there anymore. After making
sure you were still sleeping peacefully, | found Madam Pomfrey again to get filled in on your condition," said Harry, as he looked from his wife to his friend.

"She said that you were in dire straits. She had sent Professor Snape off to brew a batch of Phoenix Fire. She said it was your last hope.
"l couldn't stand just sitting there, waiting. You know me; I need to be doing something, so | headed down to the dungeons to see if | could help.
"I stuck my head in his office and asked, "Professor Snape, is there anything | can do to help? Madam Pomfrey told me you're brewing Phoenix Fire for Hermione."

He was still for a moment, then nodded and pointed to a pile of ingredients on the table. "Slice the hemlock lengthwise, paper thin, and immediately put a stasis charm on it.
Then grind the pile of lacewing to a fine powder."”

"He left it at that. No snide remarks, no patronizing, no sneering. It was weird. After about an hour, | was finishing up, and he gave me a rose crystal phial and asked me to
collect two tears from Fawkes, and ask for a tail feather.

On my way out, he added, "Ask nicely, Potter. Her life may depend on good will alone.”

"Fawkes gave me the tears and feather almost before | asked, as if he was expecting it. Dumbledore probably warned him. Anyway, Snape and | continued working on the
potion. He didn't talk to me. He certainly didn't offer any comfort, but he let me be there doing something, instead of sitting in the hospital wing fretting over the two of you.

"It took a week, but finally it was done. We took it up to Madam Pomfrey who gave it to you and told us not to expect results for at least a few hours.

"l don't know why | followed Snape back to the dungeons to wait. But | did, and he let me. He closed the office door behind me, told me to sit, then conjured up two glasses
and offered me a drink. | accepted, just to be polite. After two shots he started talking.

"Potter, do you know why this potion is a last resort?" he asked wearily, as if it didn't really matter anyway.
"No sir, but does it have something to do with the hemlock?"

He looked at me as if surprised. "Yes. The phoenix is a symbol of the eternal cycle of life, Potter. Hemlock produces death, which is an essential part of the cycle. 'The
potion is used sparingly because it can go either way. It could yield a miraculous recovery in Miss Granger, or it could kill her. Only time will tell.”

"He looked at me with pity, and, well... Everything that had happened over the past week, from the killing fields to Ron's suicide mission... | just snapped when Snape, of all
people, pitied me.

"l yelled at him and threw a few things around, but he just sat there and let me continue. He didn't even move, except to shield himself from the occasional shard. Finally,
when | had worn myself out, he looked at me and ordered me to sit."

Harry adopted his best Snape impersonation and quoted from memory: "The only reason | have not protested your abysmal behavior, Potter, is because last week you
released me from a bitter servitude. We are now even on that count. However, | feel... compelled... to offer you an apology for other circumstances. | am responsible for
very possibly condemning both your friends to death. Your friend, Weasley, is missing because of information | gave him."

Harry dropped the act, along with his shoulders, as he continued. "He sucked in a breath as if expecting me to explode again, but | just nodded.

"He looked at me and blinked. He then released his breath and poured me another drink.

"If Miss Granger dies, you need not forgive me. | will understand.”

"Sir," | told him, 'you have done your best to help both of them. If Hermione dies, the fault lies solely with Rookwood.' He just looked at me again as if reassessing me and
refilled our glasses yet again.

"We sat there drinking in silence for a couple of hours, then Dumbledore came in, and | stood up. | think Snape was too drunk to stand up, though he did sit straighter. As |
was standing, | caught a look of dread on Snape's face.

"Dumbledore did look grim. He told us first about Ron, how his body had been found on a beach somewhere out west, and that Rookwood's body was recovered outside of
Cornwall. It was strange that although the news hurt, | just felt numb. | guess it was because | had already given up on Ron surviving. Ron had already given up.

"Then Dumbledore smiled thinly and told us that you were recovering. That made me collapse back into the chair and close my eyes in relief. When | looked around again |
saw Snape across the desk from me, his head in his hands, shaking slightly. I'm not sure, but | think he might have been crying.

"l turned to thank Dumbledore, but he had left already. By the time | looked back at Snape, he was sitting up straight with that sneer back in place. | thought that might be a
good time to leave, but Snape stopped me.

"Mr. Potter, | do not know, nor do | wish to know, what you think of me based upon my behavior over the last week. | ask that you keep any conclusions you have drawn to
yourself."

"| stared at him. He was actually asking me to not say anything. Not demanding. | got the feeling that by killing Voldemort, all bets were off. Snape was being almost decent
to me and without any threat from Dumbledore.

"l agreed, of course, and got up to go. When | looked back, he was staring into the fireplace with a melancholy expression on his face."

Harry finished his story and looked at Hermione expectantly. She was nearly breathless with shock and just sat there in a daze.

"Do you think he loves me?" Hermione finally asked, not sure she wanted to believe the story.

"l promised him | wouldn't discuss my conclusions," Harry said with a smirk.

"Of course he loves you!" Ginny exclaimed. "Oh my god, that is one of the most romantic things | have ever heard... Loving you from afar, trying to stop Ron from killing

himself to keep you from pain, then calling a truce with his enemy to help make you better? Ah!" Ginny cried, feigning a swoon onto the bed. Both Harry and Hermione
laughed.



"Yes, well, we don't know whether it was Ron or me he was doing everything for, though." Hermione said.

"What do you mean?" Ginny looked at Hermione as if she were crazy. "l think both your stories confirm that he's in love with you."
"Maybe he was in love with Ron, not me. He's 'looking out for me' because his love asked him to," she offered, completely deadpan.
She couldn't keep from laughing as a look of puzzlement, and then disgust slowly overtook Ginny's face.

As her giggles subsided, Hermione let out a sigh. "Oh, Ginny, it's really rather sad. It would be terribly romantic if | loved him back, but | don't even like him. He's mean,
sarcastic, cruel and judgmental. | won't call him cold hearted anymore, but he sure gives a good impression of it.

"If it turned out that Snape's in love with me, and | chose him it would almost certainly end badly. He'd be in love with me, and there | would be, wondering if I'd ever be able
to learn to love him. If | never returned his feelings, it would cut him and he'd grow bitter. Okay, even more bitter. He'd hate and curse me for ever imposing myself on him.

"As it stands, | think I'd be better off with Lupin. He might not love me, or even be capable of loving me, but he is my friend. I'll be going into the relationship knowing that,
so | won't be disappointed.”

Harry and Ginny both looked dumbly at Hermione before Ginny slowly said, "Are you sure you couldn't learn to love Snape? And are you sure you wouldn't become bitterly
disappointed in a marriage of convenience with Lupin? If he never learns to love you..."

Hermione frowned. "l don't know. | haven't told Remus yet of my decision, and what with all this new information, | think | need to think it out a bit more."
Harry and Ginny exchanged worried looks.

"Well," Harry said, "If you want to talk about it some more, you know we're here for you, right? And remember, you have until Friday to make your decision. No need to rush
it."

Hermione laughed. "It seems ironic for you to tell me to be cautious, Harry. Don't worry, I'm not going to rush into anything."

And with that, she said goodnight, and sent them on their way.

XXX

Hermione tried to sleep after Harry and Ginny left that night, but her mind kept its furious pace going long after she extinguished the lights.

Did Snape love her? Was it possible that everything he had said to her over the past few years, all the names he had called her, and all the harsh criticisms he had offered,
were given from love?

She snorted. If anything, if he did love her, then his behavior was certainly well modified to prevent anyone, including her, from figuring out his feelings.

There had to be another explanation for his behavior. It was silly to think that he might have loved Ron, but maybe that life debt had influenced him. After all, he never
confirmed that he loved her. He had snaked through that conversation admitting nothing beyond a grudging respect for her.

Even though he had tried his best to keep Ron from going on that foolish mission, he probably blamed himself for Ron's death. That would add potency to any promise
made to Ron. Snape's heart might be a craggy rock, but he did have a sense of honour.

That made sense to Hermione. Snape trying to protect her because he loved her was too improbable, whereas Snape protecting her because of an overzealous sense of
honour borne from a life debt made perfect sense. He hated Harry, and yet he had saved him several times for the same reason. That was only logical.

With those thoughts supposedly resolved, Hermione finally drifted off into a restless sleep

AN: So, yeah, the angst-fest has started. You have been warned.

Realization

Chapter 7 of 15

Hermione investigates the possibilities.

Disclaimer: Yeabh, right.
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Chapter 6: Rationalization

She stood at the altar in her white dress, holding the bouquet with steady hands. Everyone was watching, and she felt good knowing that she looked good. Her hair had
been twisted up into an elegant bun, exposing her slim neck, save for a few tendrils that tickled her in the breeze.

In the background she could hear the uncomfortable rustlings of the witnesses. There were so many of them. She knew most of the people in the chapel were more than a
little shocked to see her walk up the aisle and she wondered how they would treat her when she returned to her classes. She also wondered how Remus would treat her as

his wife. Not liking where her thoughts were headed, she gave all her attention to the elderly man before her to take her mind off the doubts creeping in.

"And do you, Hermione, take this man to be your husband and life mate, forever bound with honest hearts to one another until death do you part?" Dumbledore smiled
kindly at her, the twinkle in his eye shining of its own accord.

"I do."

"Remus, you may eat your bride."



Hermione turned to see the man she married had been replaced by a snarling wolf with glowing yellow eyes. He advanced slowly, a growl coming from deep within his
chest. She realized his growls were forming words.

"I did try to warn you, love. You asked for this." He then crouched and lunged at her heart.
She woke up screaming, covered in sweat.

XXX

Thursday

After splashing her face with cold water, she looked out the window. She could see the beginnings of dawn, which meant that she had only been asleep for a couple of
hours. She briefly thought of going back to bed, then looked at her twisted sheets, and the damp patch where her body had been, and shivered, turning back to the
peaceful view outside.

That nightmare gave her pause. She knew that living with a werewolf was dangerous; they would have to be constantly vigilant about her safety. The dream seemed to be
telling her to be wary of more than just the physical threat, however. She had never given much stock in the use of dreams in divination, but she did believe they could offer
insight and guidance in one's life. The fact that Lupin the Werewolf went for her heart, not her exposed throat, seemed very significant. She just didn't understand why.

Her mind was reeling in an unfocused way, keeping her off balance. She swayed as she tried to organize her thoughts, to confine them to her current problem. Eventually
her mind quieted down as it kept returning to the center thought, like a whirlpool draining the confusion. Did Snape love her?

Why was she so concerned about his feelings for her? Wasn't Lupin a better choice in almost every way than the caustic Potions master? What kind of life would she have
if she chose Snape?

If he loved her then it might be all right at first. She couldn't imagine him being romantic in any sense. Bringing her flowers or reading her poetry would not be his way of
expressing affection.

How would he express himself, though? If he hadn't figured it out already, he would quickly find that her passion was for learning, for being the insufferable know-it-all,
though she hated him for that comment. Maybe he would offer her knowledge? Give her some books to read? She could imagine that conversations with him as an equal
could be very exciting and stimulating. He was brilliant, no doubt about that. He would challenge her to be her intellectual best and would accept no less. He could offer her
the support needed to explore her passion thoroughly.

He could offer his respect.

But that was only if hedid love her. Even if that were the case, would it be enough? She tried to think of kissing him, and couldn't get past his teeth. Those big, yellow,
crooked teeth. Her parents would think she was finally rebelling. She tried again, and found herself giggling. She couldn't wrap her mind around the thought of him as
anything other than her teacher.

Yes, she knew that he was a man, but that didn't help her. Granted, she had found some of her teachers to be attractive through the years, but she felt a mild revulsion
when she thought of having anything other than a professional relationship with them in reality.

What if he didn't love her? What if he just felt honour-bound to protect her, even if that meant marrying her to keep her safe from Lupin and the law? How would he treat her
then? Would he continue to treat her as he did, with cold indifference at best, scathing remarks at worst? He surely couldn't help but resent her for interfering in his life, and
forcing the responsibility of another person on him. He wasn't a nice person, and she could easily imagine him becoming toxic to anyone he resented. She doubted even he
would sink so low as to be physically abusive, but she suspected he would have far more insidious ways of destroying her spirit.

Hermione heaved a rather large sigh. The only thing for it was to ask him. She did not relish the thought of asking Professor Snape, of all people, about his feelings, but she
couldn't think of any other way to clarify the situation. Even Dumbledore hadn't known what Snape felt, so she imagined it would be useless to ask anyone other than the
snake himself.

She dressed slowly, thinking through the upcoming conversation as much as she could. Although she was certain that he would not physically harm her for asking him a
few questions, she had no doubt that he could easily make her life hell at any opportunity thereafter if he so wished. And he would have so many opportunities: his classes,
mealtimes, and any gatherings involving teachers and prefects - and head girls.

Maybe it would be better if she just assumed he didn't care at all and live the rest of her life with Remus. The image of the werewolf baring his teeth flashed through her
mind, making her shiver. She swallowed hard, took in a fortifying breath, and forced herself to make her way down to the dungeons, a look of grim determination on her
face.

XXX

She knocked on the door of Professor Snape's office, half hoping he wasn't in. A grumpy voice called out 'Enter' and caused her to cast that hope aside. She sucked in her
breath for courage, and opened the door.

He was sitting at his desk, head bent over a pile of essays that he was marking with a frown. He didn't look up as he said, clearly annoyed, "State your business."

"Er, Professor Snape, sir, | was wondering if | could have a word with you?" Hermione was surprised she had managed to speak with a clear voice, as if she weren't scared
at all.

He looked up sharply, obviously surprised, but schooled his expression quickly into his normal sneer.
"Very well, Miss Granger. And what is that word?"

Hermione was taken aback. Was he seriously expecting only one word, or was he actually joking? Either option was daunting. Deciding to take him seriously, if only to play
his game, she considered her word choice carefully.

"Love."

She almost laughed at the look on his face. For a single second his eyes became large, revealing nearly all of his dark irises, a look of panic flitting through them as his
eyelid twitched. At the same time his mouth relaxed into a sagging position, while his nose flared. The expression disappeared almost before she had time to register it.

"Excuse me?" His voice was hard, no sign of surprise anywhere.

"Love," she said again, a little confidence returning, having seen him so discomfited.

"Do not mock me, Miss Granger," he said in tones usually reserved for Harry. "Explain yourself."

"l wasn't mocking you, sir. | apologize if it came across that way. | just wasn't sure whether you were serious about using only one word or not, so | decided to err on the

side of caution. | didn't mean to offend you," she said solicitously, trying to calm him so there might be some chance he'd refrain from hexing her before the conversation
was through.



"Very well," he said, slightly mollified. "So what is the meaning behind your word?"
"I, er,"” she faltered, not knowing where to start anymore. She figured she might as well reveal all, if only for the sake of honesty.

"Last night | went to see Lupin to tell him of my decision, but when | arrived in his corridor |, er, overheard you two talking." She winced at the face he made as his lips
contorted into a weird grimace. He was obviously trying to control himself, and she hoped he would wait to explode until after she left.

"And, pray tell, what did you overhear?" His voice was dangerous, but controlled. So far, so good.
"Er, enough to confuse me, sir. | came down here to ask you what feelings, if any, you might have for me."

He raised an eyebrow at her. "Why do you wish to know? And are you sure you want to know them? Most people do not want to hear what others honestly think of them,
especially if that honesty is coming from the Greasy Bat."

"Greasy Git, sir," she corrected unconsciously. Realizing what she had just said, her first impulse was to apologize profusely, but she quickly figured there was no saving

the situation now, so she decided to instead plunge into her stupidity. "Or the Big Bat. Mixing the metaphors like that leads to a much more disgusting insult than you
deserve, sir."

"Pray tell," he purred, his voice barely above a whisper, "how much of an insultdo | deserve, Miss Granger?"

She swallowed the urge to prostrate herself before him in humble apology. "It would depend on who you spoke to, sir."
"l see. And if | were speaking to you?"

"Then you would be disappointed. | try to refrain from insulting teachers, Professor."

"Even those whom you despise?"

Hermione bit her lip. Had she ever called Umbridge names where Snape could have overheard her? Did it matter? She might as well be completely honest with him,
especially if she wanted honesty from him. Assuming, of course, that he didn't throw her out of his office in the next five seconds.

"Well, | must admit that | have indulged in making disparaging remarks about one teacher, but it was well deserved, sir. Besides, | was always respectful when talking to
her."

Snape looked at her, his fingers steepled in front of his mouth. After a few moments of observation he said, "Always, Miss Granger?"

"As far as | can remember, sir. However, my mind may have erased any indiscretions from my memory to prevent me from reliving them in my dreams. | would never want
to wake up from such a pleasant dream."

He quirked an eyebrow at her, while his mouth twitched. "I believe you aren't being quite honest, Miss Granger. | assume you were speaking of that Umbridge woman, am |
correct?" Hermione nodded. "Well, then, it seems your memory may be worse than you know as Sibyl has frequently brought up how you paid her no respect in front of her
entire class, repeatedly."

"Oops. | did forget about that." Hermione sighed. "Well, she deserved it also, trying to use fear to manipulate her classes into believing her asinine predictions. It was
pathetic."

"l use fear to manipulate my classes as well, or have you not noticed?"

"Yes, well, you do it successfully, sir! It's really quite impressive the way you can control your classes with a simple sneer." Hermione shook her head and chuckled. "Poor
Neville."

"So you approve of fear as a control method, as long as it is used successfully?"
Hermione paused. "No, sir, but at least you are competent enough not to inspire hysteria. You always have complete control and so we all, even Neville, know that no real

harm will come to us in your class. The worst you will do is humiliate and demean us, which we will probably survive." She paused, pondering. "After much psychotherapy,
of course."

Snape snorted at that.. "And you are willing to subject yourself to such humiliation as | can deliver when | answer your question, because you will probably survive? Are
you sure you are prepared, Miss Granger for the brunt of my personal opinion?"

"Yes sir."

"Why?"

She gulped. She could guess what was coming, so she steeled herself for the onslaught.
"l have insatiable curiosity, sir?" she said uncertainly.

He looked at her, and she thought she could see some sort of internal conflict going on behind his eyes. The rest of his face, however, was completely blank, devoid of any
feeling whatsoever.

"And what will you give me if | satisfy your curiosity?"

She thought about it seriously. She figured it would sound pretty arrogant to say, "A shot at being my husband," especially because she didn't know whether he wanted that
chance or not. She didn't trust him enough to generously offer whatever he wanted, so she decided to be coy.

"What would you like, sir?"

He looked at her, a thoughtful expression on his features, as if going through all the possibilities. She guessed he was figuring out what he could reasonably ask without
being refused, while making it as harsh for her as possible. She could just imagine all the tortures and humiliations he could put her though as her penance for being
around him for seven long years. He seemed to confirm her suspicions when he chuckled ominously.

"l will tell you how | feel about you, Miss Granger, if you first tell me what you expect to hear, and also what yowant to hear."

Hermione pursed her lips in disapproval. She knew that he could use this against her very easily, and that her answer would probably influence his answer, so she wouldn't
even get the truth. If she asked for his opinion written down first, before she gave her answer then he wouldn't have the chance to alter his answer in response to her
answer. However, that request would make him suspicious, and probably alter his answer in yet another way. The worst part was that she knew he knew this was what she
would think.

He was playing head games with her. Didn't he say that he wouldn't play games with her? No, he told Lupin he wouldn't tolerate Lupin playing games with her heart or
mind. Sneaky bastard. He knew how to leave himself completely protected whilst conversing.



"l will answer the second part, but not the first." She grinned internally. She had no idea what she wanted to hear, and so the easy answer was simply, "l don't know." That
would infuriate him, but it would be the truth. He could even give her Veritaserum if he desired, for she knew that would still be the answer. She hoped he would accept the
bargain.

"l don't agree to that. It's all or nothing, Miss Granger, so it seems you will remain unsatisfied."

Hermione growled in frustration. "Professor, do you understand, or rather, do you even..." A light went on in Hermione's head. He might understand, but quite possibly
didn't care that this was her life, her happiness, on the line. He couldn't care if he was content to just play mind games with her at every opportunity. "No, you don't," she
said, answering her question for him, not letting him in on the conversation.

She stood up and looked at Snape. He was looking at her with one eyebrow cocked and a smug expression on his face, as if he had finally succeeded in breaking her.
Well, she would have none of that. She would not allow herself to suffer such humiliation willingly.

She suddenly realized she was disappointed. She had hoped that he did care. She still wanted his respect, and would have treasured it if he had deigned to bestow it, but it
was now obvious that such desires would never be fulfilled. He would never respect her or care for her enough to be nice. She couldn't imagine living with anyone who
couldn't show her the respect she deserved.

"Thank you for answering my question, Professor. You've made it abundantly clear that you care just enough to toss me to the wolves. | expect your conversation with
Remus was just to get his hackles up because that's what you do, and | must say Professor, you do it very well indeed.

"l now must tell Remus of my decision. Good day, Professor.” With that, she stormed out of his office.

She diverted her path from the Great Hall and breakfast when she realized that the tears pricking her eyes were not going to be blinked back, heading instead to her room
for a quick cry before class.

The Decision
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Chapter 7: The Decision

Hermione was glad it was so early in the day, as no one was around to see her as she sniffled and wiped away errant tears. As it was, she barely made it to her bedroom
before she was overcome with wracking sobs. She fell on her bed, trying to calm herself, not knowing why she was in such a state. She didn't even like the bastard.

She was soon cried out, and she curled in on herself for comfort. Crookshanks bounded onto the bed and forced his head under her hand, eliciting a small laugh from
Hermione.

"You're really something, Crookshanks, wanting attention while I'm in distress," she said, knowing that it was just as much for her sake as it was for his. He purred
contentedly by her side.

"The thing is, Crooks, | don't understand why I'm so upset. Yes, this is a rough situation to be put in, but no worse than battling Voldemort. | mean, at least | can be sure
that I'll be alive the day after | get married, even if it isn't to someone | love." She looked down at the purring cat and wondered what she should do.

"That nightmare was horrible. It really was. And it was so vivid. | can still see the light glistening on Lupin's teeth as he lunged at me. | know Remus would never dream of
hurting me. He would do his best to keep me from any situation where | might get hurt, so | don't understand what the dream was telling me." She drew a shuddering
breath, trying to concentrate. "Is he going to figuratively rip my heart out? And if so, how would he do that if we don't love each other? Kind of hard to play that game without
emotion.

"Then again, maybe the dream was telling me that | would fall in love with him, and he would do something to break my heart. | can't see Remus doing anything to hurt me
in any way, though, unlike Snape.

"l wouldn't put anything past Snape, considering how he's treated me the last couple of days. He's insulted my intelligence, implied I'm unattractive, and shown a general
disdain for my person. He doesn't like me, and that's that." She heaved a large sigh, and looked down at her cat. "Even if he does love me, how can he expect me to return
his love if he treats me so shoddily? I just can't see how things would end happily with that man."

Hermione thought back to her last encounter with Snape. He hadn't yelled at her, that was true, even though she was certain he'd been fuming inside. He hadn't even
insulted her, in an outright manner. He just implied that she didn't matter at all, that she was a mildly interesting diversion - something to play with before discarding. Maybe
her inference was incorrect, and he was simply trying to be playful, but this was too serious a situation for her to play at. He might not think it warranted such high emotion,
but her life was on the line, wasn't it?

"Oh, Crookshanks, | don't know what to do. | know that | would love to confront Snape and tell him what a bastard he is for playing with me, but since | would like to
continue to learn from him with only a minimum of hassle, I think I'll keep those feelings to myself, for the while.

"If only | hadn't had that dream. Everything would be so simple. | would go talk with Remus, we'd get engaged, married and probably be happy, if romantically stilted, for a
long, long time. But no, my subconscious had to send me a warning of some sort. | wouldn't even be thinking of Snape if | hadn't had that dream."

Crookshanks raised his head at that, and looked at her. She looked back, and eventually got the message he seemed to be sending her.
"Okay, fine. | would have eventually wondered 'what if,' but | definitely wouldn't be crying over his damnable attitude." She sighed again. "Oh, for Heaven's sake, why him?"

Another sigh saw her off the bed and she gathered her supplies for the morning. She was glad she would have classes to take her mind off her problems for the rest of the



day.

XXX

She managed to avoid Snape for the rest of the day. He wasn't in the Great Hall when she arrived for breakfast, and thankfully she didn't have Potions that day. Between
classes she met with the teachers whose classes she had missed the day before to get her make-up work, except for Potions; she figured that could wait until the next
class. All in all, she had avoided him most efficiently.

By the time her final class had finished, she realized that although she was still two weeks ahead in all her classes, the review time she had missed would set her behind
for at least two evenings that week, and that was without the crush of her upcoming wedding. She was quickly becoming convinced that not only was The Bill a nefarious
plot of the remaining Death Eaters to keep up the pureblood supremacy, but it was also deliberately timed to interfere with her studying schedule, so as to reduce her
NEWT scores.

She'd show them. She would still best any and every pureblood score out there, even if it meant she died the day after exams finished. Speaking of dying, she still needed
to see Remus and talk about their wedding. She only hoped that he would still agree to marry her after she told him of her nightmare. Hopefully he thought Divination
warranted as much attention as she did.

She made her way to the foreign corridor after dropping off her books late that afternoon, but it was still getting on in the evening. The corridor looked much less forbidding
than it did at night, as the sinking sun shone through the arrow slits lining the wall, streaking the hallway with warm, white stripes.

Finding the statue of Wendelin, who gave her a wink and another giggle, Hermione stood in front of Remus' door, outlining in her mind what she needed answers to. She
didn't want to demand too much from him, for her own selfish reasons, as well as his deserving more respect.

She knocked gently, hoping the door was bewitched to amplify the sound. After a few moments, she raised her fist to knock again, when the door opened revealing an
expectant Remus Lupin.

"Hermione! | wasn't... | didn't... | mean, it's nice to see you again." The man was obviously flustered.

"Remus, surely you don't think me capable of just leaving you hanging in suspense? Or were you hoping that?" She narrowed her eyes at him, acting as if she was
suddenly suspicious of his intentions.

"I just wasn't expecting you right now. | figured you would take the entire week to decide. Forgive my rudeness?" He flashed her a self-deprecating smile and put his hands
on his heart playfully.

She giggled. "Of course you're forgiven. It wouldn't do to start off a lifelong relationship with me fuming at your etiquette, now would it?"

The warmth in Remus' eyes flickered, but his smile stayed in place. "No, it most certainly wouldn't do. But, where are my manners? Please, come in." He opened the door
and waved her inside with a sweep of his arm. He graciously led her to the settee.

"So, you've decided, have you?"

"Actually, no, | haven't. | wanted to talk with you about... something." Hermione looked around the room to keep herself from looking down at her hands, which she was
clutching nervously. She had to tell him that she'd overheard the conversation. Remus waited patiently for her to begin, curiosity written across his benign face.

"Nice room," she stalled. "What is this place? I've never seen it before."

Remus smiled, relaxing slightly at the neutral topic. "It's called the X wing-" He broke off his explanation when Hermione started snickering.
"There isn't a Y-wing, is there?" she asked, in between giggles.

"Not that | know of. Why?" He was looking at her with curiosity.

"I'm sorry, Remus. There's a Muggle movie with X- and Y-wing spaceships in it. | was momentarily distracted..."

Hermione bit back her giggles and invited Remus to continue. "So this X wing, I'm guessing it's because X marks the spot?"

He laughed gently. "Yes, in a manner of speaking; you can't find it without the map being figuratively given to you. It's also because it's unknown, unplotted territory." She
looked at him, slightly confused.

"But Hogwarts is already unplottable."

"Yes, but Hogwarts itself is not inviolable. This wing was designed to be a very secure place for visiting officials and dignitaries. Voldemort was not the first, nor will he be
the last, wizard to cause a long standing war. Hogwarts has almost always been a safe haven, but no place is completely impenetrable, especially if the enemy is already
inside. This wing provides a safe house within the castle walls.

"From what | know, it's been used as both VIP quarters and as a prison ward in the past. All it takes is a slight change in the invocation to change its purpose. Either way
it's extremely difficult to locate.

"You can only find this wing if you possess all the keys. First, you have to know that the person resides here, then you have to be known and invited to it by a combination
of people, including the resident, and finally, the wards that surround the wing only allow those who seek with good intent through. | think there's more to it than that, but I'm
afraid I'm not an expert on the subject.”

"So | found this place because | was looking for you, and I've been put on the invitation list?"

"And you're not out to cause me harm, yes."

"Well, it must be nice to know that any guests you have don't wish you ill." He smiled indulgently at her and she smiled back, then sighed. She knew it was time to bring up
her reason for visiting.

"l have something to confess," Hermione started. "l was going to talk with you last night, but when | got here, | overheard you and Severus talking."

Remus started, and a hard look came into his face for moment, before being replaced by his usual sympathetic demeanor. "Oh? Did you hear anything good?" he asked
jokingly.

"Er, you could say that, | suppose. What | heard made me think that Sev, er, Professor Snape might have feelings for me. | talked with him earlier today and confirmed
that's as ridiculous an idea as it sounds. We didn't really get into it, but | suspect he was just playing the overprotective guardian in lieu of Ron."

"If he doesn't love you, why would he bother taking on that role?"

"Because of a life debt and a promise. It doesn't really matter, and | don't think | can explain if you don't know anything more about it." Hermione sighed, wondering how to
broach the topic she really wanted to talk about.



"Did Snape say anything to you about what was said?" Lupin asked casually.

"No, nothing at all. However, | also had a nightmare last night, which was why | talked with Professor Snape in the first place. | didn't tell him about it, but the dream scared
me enough for me to grasp at straws." Hermione laughed at herself quietly, then described her dream to Remus.

"Do you know why | might have dreamt that? | know you don't love me, and that doesn't bother me too much." She noticed Remus tense up. "I don't think you would ever
hurt me, Remus."

He slowly began to speak: "Although you're right in that I'm not in love with you, | do care for you Hermione, and | would never hurt you if | could help it. That said, | should
have told you yesterday that | don't think | will ever fall in love with you in a romantic way. That does not mean | don't respect you enough to want to save you from this
situation, though." Remus sighed, his shoulders slumping giving him a defeated look.

"l was wrong to withhold information from you yesterday. I'm glad you told me about your eavesdropping, because it gives me a second chance to tell you something you
won't like. It really is better that you know everything before you make your decision. | would hate myself later if you made this decision uninformed."

He took a deep breath, steeling himself to reveal unpleasant truths. Hermione wasn't sure she wanted to know what he was so reluctant to relate, but at the same time she
knew it would be better to be forewarned. He was still her only viable option.

"I've been having an affair of sorts with a married witch for about fifteen years now." Hermione's jaw dropped at the thought of good, kind Lupin doing anything as wrong as
adultery.

"I met her before she was married," Lupin continued, seemingly unaware of Hermione's shock. "l was just out of school and doing a reconnaissance mission for the Order
in West Germany. | stayed at an inn her father ran one night and met her at the bar where she was working. She was a couple of years younger than | was, but | fell head
over heels in love with her. She was smart, beautiful and so... innocent. | stayed at the inn for longer than was really necessary, and I'm sure her father noticed. | don't think
he was displeased either, until | told her what | was. She was terrified, and rightfully so. The Wolfsbane potion hadn't been developed yet, so | was still an uncontrolled
monster once a month. She probably told one of her parents, because soon after it was made abundantly clear that | was not welcome there anymore.

"l left, but | wrote to her every chance | got. | told her | understood that she would never want to be with me, but that | would love her anyway. After a few weeks, she wrote
back. She told me that her father had intercepted all my letters until she had arrived back at school that week. She apologized for her reaction and asked for my
forgiveness." Remus shook his head at the thought, as if he still found it hard to believe. "She told me she loved me soon after. We secretly arranged to meet during her
holidays, but somehow her father found out. He wrote me a threatening letter, telling me precisely where he'd send me if | ever came within a hundred miles of her." He
sighed heavily.

"l didn't listen to him, and neither did she, but somehow he found out. He probably cast a locating charm on her. We did manage to see each other, but only once. | didn't
have the nerve to propose right then, especially because | knew it was too dangerous at that point. | couldn't stand the thought of any harm coming to her. | also didn't know
what a close eye her father was keeping on her.

"Her next letter informed me that she was engaged. Her father had arranged a marriage for her, to keep her away from me.

"l was bitterly disappointed, but figured it would be for the best. | told her | would always love her, but wished her luck. She got the hint that | wasn't going to rescue her,
and capitulated. | didn't get another letter from her.

"Then, a couple years after Voldemort's first fall, | ran into her, literally. | was visiting a friend in Wales, when we collided in the middle of her village square. We ended up

in her kitchen, discussing our lives. She told me she wasn't miserable, but that her heart belongedto me. Only then did | realize that | had made the biggest mistake in my
life. | hadn't known she had pledged herself to me. If | had, | would have rescued her rather than leave her in a loveless marriage.”

"I don't understand. Why would it have to be loveless?" Hermione asked.

"She had magically bound her heart to mine. It's an illegal spell that's rarely done without the other person's knowledge, though it doesn't require it. The thing is, it's
irrevocable. | had known she loved me, but to pledge her heart to me..." He shook his head in disbelief. "She said she did it after our Christmas meeting, when she was
sure that | loved her. She became engaged before she had a chance to tell me, or her father, and decided it was pointless to tell anyone if | wasn't going to fight for her.
"When she first told me, | was mortified. | was ashamed of how I'd just given up on her, though she had come to accept why | had done so. Unfortunately, there was
nothing | could do. | wouldn't cuckold another man, even if it was for her. She didn't ask anything of me, though. That was what did me in. After some soul searching, |
decided to pledge my heart to her in return. It was only fair."

Hermione stared at her former professor, hoping she didn't understand the situation correctly. "So, when you say you'll never fall in love with me..." She faded out, not able
to finish.

"It's because I'm in love with another woman, and will be for the rest of my life. I'm sorry | didn't tell you about this earlier, Hermione. You deserved to know upfront. That is
why choosing me is choosing a very difficult life. | can promise you that | will be faithful, if you ask it, but | can also promise you that no matter how much either of us might
wish it otherwise, my heart belongs to her."

Hermione looked at her hands. She could feel her eyes starting to ache with the need to cry, but she didn't really want to reveal to Remus that she was upset. Her mind
moved sluggishly from point to point. She just couldn't figure out what was the best course for her to take. A little belatedly she realized Remus was talking again.

"...and if there's a chance he loves you, then do yourself a favor and choose him. A life without hope for love is a bleak life. You deserve more."

Hermione looked up at him with her mind made up. Her face was devoid of emotion, and color. With a look in her eye most people would have called mature, though wiser
people would call hopeless, she spoke, her voice clear and firm.

"Thank you for telling me the truth, Remus. I'm sure that was what my nightmare was trying to warn me about.

"l know you're a kind and generous person, and even if it is just a marriage of convenience, | still choose you. I'm sure we can come to some sort of arrangement where
we'll both be as happy as we can be, and | know you, as opposed to Severus, will treat me decently."

Remus looked at her sadly. "Are you sure Hermione? There's no turning back once the marriage is finalized. What about the other people you interviewed? Kingsley might-

"I'm as sure as | can be, Remus. The other people | interviewed would be as bad, if not worse. At least with you there's a bit of a spark, and we get along personality-wise."
She sighed, her calm facade almost breaking for a second. "If | had years to go about this then | would never..." She sighed. "l would make mistakes anyway, and this way
| know it's a mistake, but | really believe it's the lesser of all the evils, so to speak."

Remus frowned, but couldn't refute her. "Are you sure Severus wasn't just being coy? He's a slippery man, and | would never recommend him if he hadn't practically
declared his love for you last night."

"But he never did declare it. Not that | would expect a man like him to, but | would expect him to at least be respectful to me. He hasn't been. You're it, Remus. It's you or
some random Muggle I'll pick up in a bar,"” she said with a wan smile.

"Then it might as well be me. I'm sorry Hermione."



"I'm sorry, too. | hope it will work out." She gave him a sad smile.

Remus suddenly raised his head, as if remembering something important. He got up and offered Hermione his hand. "Well, | suppose you should go announce it to
Professor Dumbledore now. I'm sure he'll be relieved to know we've reached a decision."

Hermione got up, gave Remus a quick peck on the cheek, then headed out, only barely registering how agitated he had become.

XXX

Hermione found her way to the headmaster's office easily enough, though she realized belatedly that he was probably still at dinner.

"Mars bars," she muttered to the gargoyle, but it stayed where it was. "Mars bars!" She was pretty sure she remembered the passwords for that week, and today's was
definitely supposed to be "Mars bars," yet the statue remained where it was. She went through the retinue of the month's passwords before it occurred to her that the
gargoyle might not move aside if Dumbledore wasn't in residence. It certainly would be a smart move to protect his office from intrusion. Fifth year came to mind, and
Hermione smirked at the memory of Dolores Umbridge's attempts to enter during Dumbledore's absence. She couldn't help the snicker that escaped.

"And what do you find so amusing now?" a deep voice purred in her ear.

She whirled around to face Snape, who was standing much too close for her comfort. As she backed up a step, she wondered about his expectant expression. What could
he possibly want? Then she realized he had asked a question.

"Oh, didn't you know, | found marital bliss." She looked away from him, not wanting to see his trademark sneer. "Or at least, something that will pass for it on Sunday." Her
tone was more bitter than she would have liked, but his close presence was bothering her.

He didn't make any response, nor did he move. She set her mouth in a hard line and forced herself to look up at him. He was just standing there, in her personal space,
looking down at her with complete indifference. It rankled her nerves even more.

"Professor, | suggest you move a bit. Your stance could be seen as highly inappropriate towards a female student. Threatening, even."
Snape narrowed his eyes at her thinly veiled threat, but moved back a step all the same.

"I guess | should offer you my congratulations, then, Miss Granger. | assume the werewolf is your intended?" He went on before she could nod. "I hope for your sake that
your fiancé survives the experiments on his potion completely intact. | would hate to deprive you of any bliss."

"Why, thank you for your concern, Professor." Hermione's tone was less than gracious. She then processed his words more carefully. "What experiments are you talking
about?"

"Don't you know? Lupin and Dumbledore seem to think that the Wolfsbane potion is not enough, especially if the star pupil of Hogwarts is going to be bedded, my

apologies, | meant wedded to such a creature." Hermione flushed at his deliberate slip, not sure whether she was angry or embarrassed. "I am working on an outright cure,
though | expect it will be a fruitless waste of time and energy. The only good thing about the entire situation is exposing Lupin to potentially embarrassing reactions."

Hermione narrowed her eyes in disgust. "You would be one to kick someone who's already down. | hope you're not planning on poisoning my fiancé, because | know
Dumbledore would not be happy with you if you tried to vent your spleen in that manner."

Snape looked at her with something akin to pity. In the kindest, most sincere voice she had ever heard him use, he responded, "And how happy would you be?"

She looked at him for a few agonizing seconds, completely dumbstruck, before pushing past him to run for her room. For some reason she couldn't fathom, his had
question cut her heart in two.

XXX

After she had cried herself out, Hermione sat at her desk that evening trying to figure out exactly why she had become upset when Severus had confronted her. She fiddled
with her quill over her potions homework, thinking through the encounter.

She had been doing a good job of handling herself in their verbal battle, until he had used the underhanded tactic of concern. How dare he! He had shown again and again
that he didn't care about her at all, and then he turned around and pitied her? It was a completely unfair move.

She scolded herself for reacting so childishly to him. She could now think of a dozen cutting remarks that would have been appropriate, but all she was able to think of then
was the horror of her automatic answer: "That's one way to get out of this marriage."

She mentally flailed herself again. How could she be so selfish to be amibivilant about Lupin getting hurt? He was a good man! He might not be the best potential mate, but
he would be good to her. He would care for her as much as he was able to, and he would allow her as much freedom as she desired. She could probably take a lover, if
she ever felt the need, and it wouldn't bother him at all. She grimaced and shuddered slightly, not liking the idea.

Hermione sighed heavily. Something just wasn't sitting right. The man she chose was obviously the best choice for her, and yet both he and Dumbledore were wary of the
decision. That couldn't be good, but what was to be done? Snape just wasn't an option.

After Sunday, it would all be over. There wouldn't be anything more to worry about. She would be married to a man whose heart belonged, almost literally, to another. She
wiped a tear from her eye with the back of her hand, not wanting to stain her potions homework.

A meow from Crookshanks distracted her into a feeble smile.
"It's not like | ever expected true love or anything, Crooks," she explained to the cat. "So why am | so disappointed?”

Her familiar l