
1. Petunia
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Vernon dies, Dumbledore orders that Severus and Petunia get married in
order to protect a six-year-old Harry. Both have objections, but in the
end Dumbledore's will prevails, and this unlikely couple must learn to
live with each other despite their pasts and differences. Severus
struggles with being married to a muggle, who also happens to be the
sister of his dead love. Petunia struggles with being married to the
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-Galad Estel

Petunia Dursley sat at her kitchen table rolling out dough for
gingerbread, her blond hair imprisoned in curlers. It was late Friday
morning, a week before Christmas, and her son Dudley was at school. Her
nephew Harry was not, however. The boy had gotten himself just sick
enough so that he could stay home and be underfoot. All day, he had been
dashing into the kitchen to steal food when he thought her back was
turned. It was wearing her patience thin, although she had hardly said
anything about it. She had snapped at him twice earlier, but then she
had given up. It was just easier to pretend he did not exist.

'Aunt,' a small voice said, 'Auntie.'

She turned to see Harry behind her. He was standing rocking from one
foot to another, putting on the cutest face a six-year-old could manage.

'What?' she said. She sprinkled a small amount of floor on the
gingerbread dough; it looked like a light snowfall on clay.

'Can I help you?' he asked.

'Yes, boy,' she said. 'If you want you can dust upstairs.'

Petunia took out a heart shaped cutter and pushed it into the firm
dough, rocked it back and forth, back and forth, like a cradle. She
remembered how she had always hated children. Even when she was young
they had bothered her. They were so loud and disruptive, untidy. She had
never wanted to be a mother, but when Dudley was born she had loved him.
Dudley had come from her body. He had been part of her, and he gave her
things to do to keep her from thinking. She had felt useful, almost like
her own person.

'I…I meant with the biscuits,' Harry mumbled, 'I'd like to help with the
biscuits.'

Petunia stared at the thin boy in front of her. He was swimming in
Dudley's old clothes. He looked pale and sickly, and not just because of
his recently acquired cold. Harry always seemed frail, like he would
just fade away. He constantly reminded her of her loss. He was so much
like his mother. Lily.

Lily had taken everything. She was the magical girl with bright green
eyes and deep red hair that would fly out around her when she twirled,
and stay up even when she stopped moving. Her parents had doted on Lily
but had never paid mind to the dreams of their older daughter, Petunia.
When they had been young, Petunia and Lily had been as close as sisters
could be, but as time went on Lily kept on drifting and drifting away.
The further she drifted, the harder her parents clung to her, until they
worshipped the owls that brought home Lily's letters. Then Potter came,
tall, dark and handsome, a prince charming for the spoiled princess, and
Lily was gone completely, whisked away to a happily-ever-after that
ended with her sudden death.

Lily had taken almost everything, but she had left one thing behind –
Harry.

'Well, you can't,' Petunia snapped, 'You'll get everyone sick. You've
done enough trouble…sneaking in, stealing food. I'll have to clean
everything again, thanks to you. Now go back to your room, boy.'

That sent the boy scurrying. Petunia cut more hearts, put them in a pan,
shoved them in the oven, tried not to think. She turned on the wireless.
Wham! was singing 'Last Christmas.' It was a silly, romantic Christmas
song but she left it on. It made the kitchen feel a little less cold.
She even tried singing along for a while, but her voice caught. She
turned her attention to the dishes instead, scrubbing them, putting them
in drain. By the time she had finished, the biscuits were done baking.
She set them out to cool.

Then her eyes turned to the rest of the kitchen. She filled a bucket
with warm water and soap and started cleaning every surface in the room.
Vernon would be home later. He would be happy to see his house was kept
in order while he was gone.

A sharp wrapping on the door broke through Petunia thoughts. She wrung
out her rag and placed it on the side of the bucket.

'Coming!' she called, wondering who could it be. Ever since Harry had
been placed on their doorstop, they had had fewer and fewer visitors.
The boy tended to scare people away.

'Open up!' Vernon's voice bellowed. Only there was something strange
about it, like an echo of another's voice had bled in.

She scurried to the window and peered out. Vernon was standing on the
doormat holding a large wreath with a red ribbon. He turned and saw her,
glared like a bull. 'Open up!'

Frightened, she ran to the door and turned the handle.

'It wasn't locked,' she said breathlessly, peering out.

Vernon pushed past her into the house, dropping the wreath on the hall
floor and making for the kitchen.

'Did you go to the post office?' Petunia asked, following him.

He turned blank eyes at her. His left hand reached into his right pocket
and produced a few letters. He thrust them into her hands.

She looked them over, trying to see if there was anything there that
would have made Vernon upset, but they were just Christmas cards from
acquaintances.

'What's wrong, Vernon?' she asked. 'Why aren't you at work?'

He turned away from her, did not answer. He started to open all the
drawers, looking inside.

'Are you drunk, Vernon? Why aren't you answering me?' Petunia's heart
was pounding in her chest.

Vernon pulled a knife from the silverware drawer and pointed it at her.
She screamed.

'Where's Harry?' Vernon said. His face was red, going on purple; his
eyes were thin lines in his face.

'I don't know,' Petunia said. 'Put the knife a way.'

'Don't lie to me, woman!' He advanced on her, knife held outward.

'I really don't know, Vernon. Please put the knife away.' She backed
away from him towards the telephone.

'Don't bother,' Vernon snapped. 'The line is cut.'

'Vernon, have you gone insane? Vernon, I'm your wife, please, please put
the knife away.' Tears sparkled in Petunia's blue eyes.

'Where's the Potter brat?' Vernon insisted, running the knife along the
contour of Petunia's breast. She reached back with her hand and felt the
hardwood of the wall.

'I'm here,' a small voice squeaked. Petunia let her eyes look away from
Vernon for a second and saw the boy, trembling in the doorway.

In an instant, Vernon had turned on him. The child fled away towards the
stairs.

'No, Harry!' Petunia shrieked. 'He'll catch you that way!'

Harry hastily changed direction, making for the door, but Vernon lunged
forward and grabbed at Harry's neck. Harry screamed. Vernon yelped and
fell to his knees, knife still clutched in his right hand. His left hand
reached out for Harry, but there seemed to be an invisible barrier
between them.

'Curse you, boy,' Vernon growled. Then he turned the knife on himself
and slit his throat. Petunia felt another scream tear through her throat
and then everything went black.



2. Petunia 2

AN: Thanks everyone for reviewing. I'm glad so many of you
seemed interested in what will happen next. This chapter still
mainly focuses on Petunia and Harry. Severus Snape should be in
the next one though. This chapter also contains a flashback with
Lily. I will probably put in a few flashbacks here and there. I'm
not sure how well they'll weave in, but we'll see. – Galad
Estel

'Wake up,' a small voice said. 'Please, please wake up!'

A hand tugged at her shirtsleeve. Petunia reached out to push it away.
Everything was a fog when her lids opened. She stared up into two
familiar eyes, green and almond shaped.

'Lily, please,' she murmured, 'say it's all a dream.'

'I'm Harry,' the voice said. Slowly the world came into focus. She saw
the rest of the face: the tiny chin, the trembling lips, the small,
turned up nose, the wispy eyebrows and the messy bangs. This was her
nephew. Her sister was dead. Looking over she saw Vernon on the floor
drenched in his own blood. He was dead too. She closed her eyes.

'No, don't sleep,' Harry demanded. A small fist drummed her cheek. She
opened her eyes again and forced herself to sit up. There were splotches
of blood on her apron, along with the streaks of ginger. Vernon was
spilling all over the cold, white tile.

'Why did he do it?' Harry asked.

'I don't know,' Petunia said. She reached out and grabbed the side of
the counter, pushed herself to her feet. She picked up the telephone,
but the line was dead. Still feeling dizzy, she stepped carefully across
the kitchen, avoiding Vernon's large body, and opened the fridge. The
only juice she had was cranberry. Red. She poured herself a glass and
forced herself to drink it, though it made her sick. She needed the
strength.

'He's dead, isn't he?' Harry said, looking down at Vernon.

Petunia nodded.

'Like my mum and dad.'

Petunia nodded again, unable to speak. She was trying to figure out what
had happened. What could have made Vernon act like that? And though she
did not want it to, her mind kept going back to magic. Vernon must have
been under a spell. It was the only logical answer.

From there her mind went quickly back to the last time she had seen
Lily, six years ago, early April 1980. It had been another bitter day,
the day of their parents' funeral.



Petunia knelt by the grave, in the shadows of the trees. The ground was
cold under her legs. Her loose hair half covered her face as she stared
with pale, empty eyes at the road leading away from the cemetery. Lily
was late in coming; she had missed the funeral.

Vernon stood near by, hands tucked in pockets. He did not know how to
comfort Petunia. Every time he tried, she pulled away. She was burning
up inside, angry at life for taking them so soon. She was twenty-one and
expecting her first child; she wanted her mother.

'I'll go get the car,' Vernon said finally. They had parked down the
hill from the graveyard, to allow space for other mourners, who had left
already.

Petunia nodded and watched him until he disappeared over the hill. Then
she turned and touched the gravestone where her parents' names were
deeply chiseled.

'Tuney?' a soft voice said from behind her. Petunia turned to see Lily
standing there. The sun lit Lily's hair like a halo, making her look
like a pregnant Madonna; her belly was round under the lavender ruffles
of her robes.

'It's over,' Petunia snapped. She wiped the tears from her cheeks and
stood up, dusting the dirt from her black skirt.

'I'm sorry,' Lily said. 'I would have come earlier…but we had to make
sure it was safe.'

'What are you talking about?' Petunia hissed. 'What wouldn't be safe
about laying our mother and father to rest? They adored you! And you
wouldn't even take time out of your charmed life to bury them. What? Did
you think death would affect your…freakishness?'

Lily flinched. For a moment Petunia thought she might start shouting or
crying, but Lily calmed herself.

'Tuney,' she said as though she were talking to a young child. 'As I've
said before, there are things I can't tell you. It's against our laws to
tell muggles—'

'Oh, shut up,' Petunia sniffed, 'I've heard it a million times before.
And don't call me Tuney. I hate that name.'

There was a pause.

'How did they die,' Lily said. It was not a question.

'Carbon Monoxide poisoning.' Petunia bottomed up her spring jacket,
slipped on her black gloves.

Lily shook her head.

Petunia looked intently at her sister; Lily's hands were shaking.
'That's what the doctor said…'

'It looks similar,' Lily said quietly. Her eyes were riddled with grief
and guilt.

Petunia gasped. 'Oh, my God, Lily! Tell me you didn't kill them!'

For a moment, all was silent. Then Lily broke down in tears. Reaching
out, she grabbed at a tree trunk to steady herself.

'Not on purpose?' Petunia felt cold all over.

'Not me,' Lily said, shaking her head vigorously. 'I didn't do it. How
could you believe that? But they were after me.'

'Who? What are you talking about?'

'They planned this funeral to get us to come out in the open—'

'Who?'

'I…I can't tell you.'

Petunia looked down at the grave. 'You can't tell me how my own parents
died.'

'No,' Lily said, 'I can't. I'm sorry. All I can tell you is that the
people who killed them are both cruel and deadly. They could force you
to kill yourself and make it look like suicide. They could force you to
kill other people, people you love. They'll stop at nothing to get what
they want.'

'What do they want?' Petunia asked.

Lily sighed. 'I can't tell you that.'

'They're yourkind?' Petunia whispered.

'Yes.'

The sound of an engine startled them both. Vernon's Ford Escort was
rumbling up the road towards them.

'I've got to go,' Lily said quickly. 'I just came to warn you. Whatever
you do, don't stay here long, and not alone. Be careful.'

She walked behind a tree and disappeared.

Petunia stood staring after her until Vernon touched her arm.

'Ready to go, dear?' he asked. She nodded and let him guide her to car.



Petunia felt as helpless that day as she did now – cold, empty and
scared.

'Harry,' she said softly. He looked up at her, his face round and
innocent.

They wanted the boy. That is what Dumbledore had written in his letter.
They wanted the boy. As long as he remained under her roof he would be
safe because of her blood. But her family was not safe. There was no
magical charm that kept Dudley from dying. They wanted the boy. If Harry
went, they would leave her alone. If she threw Harry out onto the
streets, he would die, but Dudley would live.

She felt her heart throb in her chest. She heard the loud ticking of the
cuckoo clock, the low hum of the fridge, and the boy's breath.
Everything else was silent.

'Yes, Aunt Petunia?' Harry asked.

She fumbled with her aprons strings, untied them, and threw the apron on
the laundry hamper.

'We can't stay here,' she said. She had chosen. As much as she preferred
Dudley over Harry, she could not just throw the boy to death. That would
be monstrous.

'Where will we go?' Harry asked.

'I don't know yet.'

Petunia tried not to look at Vernon. She knew if she did, she would
break down. She had never truly loved Vernon. She might have thought so
once, when she was a girl of eighteen, and he was the only man who had
looked twice at her. No, she had never truly loved him, but she had been
fine with that. Vernon had shown her that there was someone in the world
who would actually prefer her company to her sister's, even if it were
only because Petunia listened patiently to all his conceited chatter. He
had given her shelter and security. She had felt safe when Vernon was
near her. He had been so tall and strong, but now he lay lifeless on the
kitchen floor.

'Excuse me,' a deep, calm voice said from behind her.

Petunia turned to see a tall, broad shouldered man in dark clothes that
sort of resembled a police uniform.

'Is this Number Four, Privet Drive?' he asked.

She nodded.

'And are you Petunia Dursley?'

'Yes,' she said. She wondered where the man had come from and what he
was doing in her house.

The man looked down at Vernon's body.

'I didn't do it,' Petunia said quickly.

'I know ma'am. This here is the work of Walden Macnair, Death Eater and
Professional Executioner. Don't worry, he'll pay.'

'Are you part of some sort of police?' Petunia asked.

'I am Kingsley Shacklebolt,' the man said. 'My comrades and I are Aurors
from the Ministry. I'm deeply sorry we didn't get here sooner.'

'Why are you here?' Petunia asked.

'To get you out.' Kingsley turned to Harry. 'You must be Harry Potter.'

Harry nodded.

'You look like your dad,' Kingsley said smiling sadly.

'Do I?' Harry asked.

Kingsley nodded then turned back to Petunia. 'We have to go. I'll take
Harry first. A couple of my crew are in your living room, so don't freak
out. We've got you covered.'

'What about Dudley?' Petunia asked.

'I've got a man for him too,' Kingsley said reassuringly. 'Don't worry.
He'll be okay.'

'And where are you taking us?'

'There will be time for questions later. For now let's just say its
warm, dry, and safer than here.'



3. Severus

The storm howled against the crumbling brick houses of Spinner's
End.
Wind tore through the broken windows and banged against the rotting
doors. Rain and hail pounded on the roofs, knocking down the pointed
icicles. The streetlights were dim or dark; their poles bent, but
candles glinted in one cold living room. From his chair, Severus Snape
watched the frosted windows bleed.

Usually, Severus spent his Christmases at the school, away from the
decay of his house, but he had grown weary of Hogwarts. The merry fires,
the twinkling candles, the decorated trees, the sweets and the singing
house elves, they all seemed to tell him one thing. He did not belong
there. They were filled with light, while he was a part of the darkness.

Dumbledore had advised against spending Christmas alone. Sometimes the
old wizard seemed to worry about him, but Severus knew that it was only
because he was part of the plan. An important part it seemed, maybe a
rook in the game, or a bishop. He was still the spy and the potions
master. He had changed masters. That was all.

Only Dumbledore was kinder. He smiled benignly behind those old half
moon spectacles and gave Severus books and presents and did not allow
him to die.

Severus remembered the first year he had left the dark lord's service.
He had tried to drink himself into oblivion, like his dead father had.
Dumbledore had not allowed it, cursing him so that alcohol could no
longer affect his body. Dumbledore had told him kindly that he had to go
on. That he had work to do still in the world, to make amends for his
sins. Severus had hated him for that.

Now he felt nothing.

Severus looked over on the books on his shelves. Dark ones, black ones,
bound in leather, the hides of dead animals. He smiled bitterly and
reached for a volume. It had a weak spine, a cracked cover. The faded
silver letters read: Potions to Remember. It had been Lily's.

He flipped through the book, his eyes catching on her handwritten notes,
and notes he had thrown in himself, when they had worked together on
projects. Her letters were thick, strong, and wild, while his were small
and only noticeable for their neatness. His notes explained how a potion
could be made easier, while hers ranged from potion tips—where one could
find the best herbs, the dangers of Polyjuice Potion, etc—to full drawn
(and ridiculous) predictions for everyone in the classroom. Though he
remembered that she had also been taking Divination at the time, so that
would explain it. How strange that it was her life that ended because of
a prophecy. He slammed the book shut and pushed it back onto its shelf.

Suddenly, there was a cry. Severus listened. He could hear the steady
drip of rain on snow, and the swish of boots skidding through the slush
outside. Boys ran by his window, so close that their knitted hats rubbed
against his pane. They moved, tumbling, shouting. Their voices started
to fade. Then a scream broke against the heavy wind.

Severus sprang from his chair and hurried to the window. He tried to
push it open, but it was frozen shut. So, he ran to the door and looked
out. Across the streets, four boys were pummeling another smaller one,
who was screaming, cursing and scratching. Anger swept through Severus.
He felt a sudden and unwanted connection between himself and the beaten
boy, remembering days when it was his own eyes that glared up in fear.
He gripped the doorframe hard, as the wind slapped cold rain against his
pale cheeks and blew through his long black hair.

"What is all this racket?" he roared. The tormentors stopped and turned,
their faces white with fear.

"We didn't know anyone lived here," one boy muttered in confusion.

"Well, I do," Severus hissed, "So scram before I decide to call the
police."

The four boys exchanged looks.

"I said scram!" Severus said lunging forward, his bare feet pounding the
wet ground. The boys fled leaving their victim a trembling heap on the
ground. Severus bent over the boy, who balled his fists in fear; the boy
was unkempt, uncared for.

"Be more careful next time," Severus said flatly. He turned heel and
walked back into his house. The boy would have to learn to take care of
himself, to be cautious and cold. Severus closed the door on him.

And that is when he noticed it. On the mat inside the door, the Dailey
Prophet lay wet, where an owl had left it. The ink was smudged, but the
message was clear:

DEATH MARK SPOTTED OVER SURREY



4. Molly

AN:Thanks everyone for your reviews.

The Burrow was warm. There was a fire on, high and crackling.
Blankets were draped over the windows, keeping out the dark.
Molly Weasley was bent over the stove, adding salt to the mashed
potatoes. Dipping a spoon in, she tasted them, frowned and added
milk. Then she tasted them again. This time she smiled, a smile
that crinkled up her eyes and set dimples on her ruddy cheeks.
Lifting up her wand, she muttered a spell. Soon the potatoes were
mashed to the perfect consistency.

Molly smiled again and turned away from the stove. She looked out at the
rest of the kitchen, which was a messy bustle of old clothes and
laughter. Her younger children were all home. Fred and George, both aged
eight, and Ginny, the baby of the family at five, were seated in a
circle on the floor playing the Go Fish game Arthur had brought home
from work. Arthur loved all muggle things and had a tendency to bring
odd fragments of that other world home with him.

Percy, aged ten, was trying to teach muggle chess to his six-year-old
brother Ron. (Molly had thought wizarding chess too violent for little
Ron). They were seated at either side of the kitchen table with the
chessboard between them. Percy, who was playing blacks, was sitting
quite straight in his chair, with the rules of the games tucked under
his right hand and Scabbers the rat perched on his left shoulder. Ron,
who was playing white, was fidgeting with his bishop. He squinted his
eyes in concentration and moved the piece sideways to capture Percy's
knight.

'No, Ron,' Percy said. He took his knight back and put Ron's bishop back
in place. 'You can't move your Bishop there.'

'Why not?' Ron asked.

'Because the Bishop can only movediagonally,' Percy said. 'I told
you that already.'

Ron frowned but moved his rook instead. Percy quickly captured the rook
with his queen.

'Hey!' said Ron. 'Not fair. You moved your queen straight before and now
diagonally.'

'That's because,' Percy said slowly, 'the queen can move both straight
and diagonally.'

'You made that up,' Ron said. His pout ran up into his blue eyes. Molly
turned back to the stove to make sure the sausages were not burning, but
she continued to listen to her boys. The last thing she needed was a
fight, but she also wanted to see if they could resolve their
disagreement on their own.

'I did not,' Percy said, offended.

'Did too,' Ron said, making his voice rise higher. Molly opened the oven
and lifted out a loaf of steaming hot bread.

'The queen outranks the bishop,' Percy said trying to sound older. 'So,
she has more power over where she can move.'

'Fine!' Ron said. Molly heard the soft clink of wood on wood. Then Ron
cried out triumphantly. 'Checkmate.'

'You can't do that!' Percy wailed. 'The king can only move one step at a
time.'

'But the king outranks the queen,' Ron said.

Molly shook her head and smiled. Ron was a clever boy. She picked her
wand up, using it to take off the slightly burnt bottom of the bread.
She frowned and looked at her clock. It was late, but Arthur was still
not at home. The clock said he was travelling.

'Why does the king outrank the queen?' Ginny piped in from her pink
pillow on the floor. She fixed Ron and Percy with large, inquiring brown
eyes. Molly looked over at her only daughter. Ginny looked a perfect
doll with her rosy cheeks, ribbon-laced red hair and lacy white dress.
Silently, Molly prayed that she would not grow up too fast.

Percy let out a huge sigh. 'The king outranks the queen, because the
game ends when he is captured. The king does not move as much as the
others, because he has others who guard him and who can move for him.'

'The King is so fat,' Fred threw in, 'that he can only waddle.'

He moved sluggishly forward on his knees and knocked over the pile of
cards. Ginny burst into a fit of giggles.

'Hey, you knocked over the cards,' George said. He moved to pick them
up.

'It was boring anyway,' Fred said.

'Only because you were loosing,' George said.

'I was not!'

'That's enough of that,' Molly said sternly. 'Stop squabbling or you'll
be sent to bed without supper. Percy, would you please set the table?'

'Yes, mother,' Percy said. He began picking the pieces off the
chessboard and putting them away.

'Go Fish is boring,' Fred mumbled. 'I wish Bill would bring back
Exploding Snap.'

'That would be cool,' George agreed.

'I won,' Ron told Percy.

'You cheated,' Percy said. He put the chess set back on its shelf near
the window.

'Please, Percy,' Molly said. 'He's too young to understand.'

Percy nodded gravely. He got a stack of chipped plates from the
cupboard.

'I'm not too young,' Ron protested.

Molly chose to ignore him. It was senseless arguing with a six-year-old.
Instead she watched Percy, who was setting out the plates and silverware
with the care a waiter who worked at an elegant restaurant. He was a
delightfully odd child.

A splutter from the fireplace caught Molly's attention. She turned to
see Dumbledore's face etched in flames. Her cheeks burnt hot.

I knew it, she thought,they are going to take Bill's prefect badge
away.Minerva told me he has been acting out lately.

'Good evening, Molly,' Dumbledore said.

'Good evening,' she said back, biting her lip.

'Where's Arthur?' The fiery eyes were searching the room intently.

'He should be coming home soon,' Molly said. She looked at the door.

'I have something important to tell both of you. Have you read the
papers lately?'

Molly shook her head. 'No, our owl was injured a week back. He still
hasn't recovered fully. Arthur said he would get one from town today.'

'Doubtless he already knows.'

'Already knows what?' Molly demanded. She felt her heart tighten.

'There has been an attack made on Harry Potter.' The burning face faded
in and out.

'By whom? Is he all right?' Molly heard the fright in her own voice. She
had to keep herself steady for the children. Ginny looked like she might
cry.

'The boy is all right. The papers call him 'The Boy Who Lived Again'.'

Molly let out a long sigh of relief.

'His uncle however,' Dumbledore hissed low, so only Molly, who was
closest, could hear, 'did not survive the attack. And we can't trust the
boy in Little Whinging anymore.'

'I'll take him,' Molly said quickly.

'I know you would, dear,' Dumbledore said with a benevolent smile. 'But
you have your own family to look after. It would be too dangerous. There
is to be a meeting as to what should be done. Your brothers were both
valuable members of the Order, and you and your husband have always been
supportive of our causes, so it seems only right that you should have a
say in the matter.'

Just then, the door banged open. Molly turned sharply to see Arthur walk
in with Bill and Charlie, their older boys; he had his arms around their
shoulders.

'Where have you been?' Molly snapped.

'Christmas shopping,' Bill said brightly, dangling a shopping bag in
front of her face. 'I thought you'd be happy to see us. We're finally
home from school.'

He bent and kissed her. He was so tall, but then again, he was sixteen.
Children could not stay children forever. He still looked as handsome as
ever.

Charlie put down his bags and hugged her. 'Missed you, mum.'

'I missed you too, Charlie,' Molly said. She felt tears start to climb
to her eyes. She brushed them aside. 'Arthur, something happened.'

'The Death Eater attack?' Arthur took his coat off and hung it on the
peg near the door. 'Yes, I heard about it at work. Ghastly business.'

Molly looked over at the children. Fred and George, Ron, and Ginny were
all clinging to Bill and Charlie and asking what they had got from them,
while Percy stood at a bit of a distance and smiled shyly at his older
brothers.

'What makes you think we got you anything?' Bill teased, lifting Ginny
up into his arms.

'Ahem,' the fire crackled.

Everyone turned.

'I'm sorry to interrupt your lovely reunion,' Dumbledore said, 'But I've
got things to do. Right now, Harry and his aunt and cousin are at a safe
house, but we have to think of a more permanent way of dealing with the
situation. The Order is being gathered again, if you wish to join—'

'But there isn't going to be another war, is there?' Charlie's face was
pale.

'I don't know,' Dumbledore said, 'I certainly hope it does not come to
that. But Arthur, Molly, if you are interested, we are going to have a
meeting at the school tomorrow. A sort of parent-teacher conference of
select members, if you know what I mean.'

Molly nodded and squeezed Arthur's hand.

'We'll be there,' Arthur said.



5. Petunia 3

'Good morning.'

A brisk, clear voice woke Petunia from a succession of nightmares. She
looked up into the forbidding face of Minerva McGonagall. They had met
the two days ago when Shacklebolt had brought Petunia to the cottage.

(Shacklebolt has used some sort of magical transportation, which he
referred to as 'side along apparition'. It made Petunia shudder to
recall. First, it had felt like you were being squeezed in an iron hand,
and then nails dug into your abdomen and yanked you to somewhere else.
From place to place they had gone without proper time to catch breath.
Shacklebolt had called it 'bouncing' and seemed to find it rather
accelerating. It only made Petunia sick.)

Minerva McGonagall was a tall, trim woman with black hair, square
spectacles and a sharp tongue. She could be middle-aged or older, but
she was as full of energy as someone who had never passed twenty. Her
wardrobe seemed to consist of robes and dresses, green and tartan,
slippers, shawls, and pointed shoes. Oh, and a crooked pointed hat that
McGonagall kept on a hat stand near the door.

McGonagall was the owner of the cottage. Petunia had not seen the
cottage's outside, but the inside was much to her liking. It was small,
white, and tidy with a few watercolor paintings hung up here and there.
There were two bedrooms, a bath, a living room, and a kitchen. Petunia
had to admit—even though she suspected McGonagall was a witch—the
cottage was much to her liking. Everything was in place, and it was
quiet. Something Petunia's house seldom was. Vernon loved to watch the
telly, and he would crank the volume up loud. (Also, he had a habit of
shouting.)

'Are you hungry?' McGonagall asked. She had drawn a chair up to the bed.
'I've got some soup on the stove.'

Petunia shook her head and lay it back down on her pillow. Last night,
they had shifted sleeping arrangements again. The first night, Dudley
and Harry had been put together, but they had gotten in a fight, so now
Petunia and Dudley shared the full bed, while Harry was on a cot in
McGonagall's room.

By the light coming in from the window, Petunia guessed it was
mid-morning. Dudley was still asleep, his round cheeks resting on the
pillow beside her, his small fist grasping a clump of her hair. She
smiled slightly and petted his head. She had not yet had the heart to
tell him of his father's death.

'It would be healthy to eat,' McGonagall said sternly. She brought
Petunia a bowl of chicken soup and stared at her intently, until Petunia
picked up the silver spoon. 'That's better.'

Dudley stretched in his sleep and licked his lips, as if the smell of
the soup was entering into his dreams. Then his eyes flickered open.

'Hungry,' he whimpered. Automatically, Petunia handed him her bowl, but
McGonagall frowned.

'I can get him his own,' said McGonagall, 'He can wait a minute.'

McGonagall left the room and came back with another bowl.

'Where's Harry?' Petunia asked offhand.

'Who cares?' Dudley scowled.

McGonagall frowned again. 'He's your cousin. You should care about him.
As for you question, Petunia, he's taking a bath. It's nice of you to
show some concern after treating the child like dirt these past five
years.'

Petunia cringed. McGonagall shook her head and handed Dudley the bowl.
Dudley began gulping down the soup.

'Just a minute, young man,' McGonagall said, 'I believe you forgot to
say something.'

'Say what?' Dudley asked. He looked up at his mother for help. Petunia
shrugged.

'Thank you,' McGonagall said crisply. She turned to Petunia. 'Haven't
you taught him any manners?'

Petunia felt blood rush to her face. 'I, uh. Dudley usually…'

'Thank you,' Dudley said suddenly from behind them. McGonagall turned to
him and smiled.

'That's better,' she said. 'See, all he needs is proper handling. You
can't love a boy properly if you are afraid of him.'

'I'm not afraid of him!' Petunia snapped. Dudley continued to eat,
undisturbed.

'Aren't you now?' McGonagall said. 'Then why do you let him walk all
over you? Why do you show yourself so weak? You're afraid of him, and
you're afraid of Harry too, otherwise why would tread him down? You
either squash them or worship them, but children need love. Firm and
gentle hands to guide them through life, to make them better people.'

Petunia looked down at the carrots in her bowl, her cheeks blazing. 'I…I
try my best.'

'Well, if that is your best,' McGonagall said, 'you have no right to be
a mother.'

Petunia shook her head. She was starting to cry, and she did not know to
stop. This was just too much. Vernon was dead, and she was stuck here
with these strange people, and now one of them was telling her that she
was a bad mother. She pushed her bowl away and buried her head in the
pillows. (Dudley copied her, pushing his empty bowl onto the floor and
curling up under the quilt.)

Suddenly, Petunia felt a hand touch her shoulder. She looked up into
McGonagall's green eyes. They were different now. Their cool anger had
been partially replaced by tenderness.

'Yes, cry, child,' McGonagall said, 'Cry. It will do you good.'

McGonagall sat down on the bed beside Petunia and started stroking her
back. Dudley watched them from where he lay, half hidden under the
quilt. Petunia felt she should be offended at being called a child, but
she could not bring herself to be. It had been a long time since she
could really talk to another woman, and the back rub felt surprisingly
good.

'I…I,' Petunia began, swallowing back sobs. 'I just never knew what to
do. We were trying to help Harry, honest. We thought that if he were not
magical, if we could suppress that instinct, he could be a normal
person, live a normal life. Being a witch never did Lily any good, did
it? It killed her. That's what it did. Magic has come to mean death to
me. Vernon, he said to make Harry normal we had to be hard on him, that
in time Harry would realize…it was for his own good…'

McGonagall nodded thoughtfully;

'But Petunia,' she said sternly, 'Magic does not work like that. You
cannot force magic out of someone, just like you cannot force it in. You
could never be a witch, nor Harry a muggle. It's a part of you that can
never change. I thought that you understood that.'

'How can I understand something that was never explained to me?' Petunia
cried, 'All these years I've been groping in the dark. The boy he does
strange things…terrible things...'

'Such as?' McGonagall said. Her eyes were alight with curiosity.

'He sets things on fire...makes some things explode...others just
disappear...I don't know what to do about it. And now Vernon's gone.'

Dudley's eyes widened. 'Where has Daddy gone? Is he coming back?'

Petunia turned to him and shook her head. 'No, he can't come back.'

'Why not?' Dudley asked, 'Daddy can do anything. Why won't he come
back?'

Petunia tried to hold him, but Dudley pulled away.

'Where's Daddy?' he demanded. 'I want my Daddy!'

'Dudley,' Petunia said, 'Dudders, dear, Daddy's dead.'

'He can't be dead,' Dudley howled, 'I won't let him be dead. I want my
Daddy!'

He began pounding the bed with his fists. Petunia watched him, not
knowing what to do. She touched his arm, but he only screamed and yanked
away.

'I want Daddy! Daddy! Daddy! Daddy!' Dudley was red in the face and
crying.

'Dudley,' Petunia said, 'Please, don't cry, love. I'll make you a cake.'

'I don't want cake!' Dudley screamed, 'I want my Daddy!'

He threw himself onto his back and kicked the air with his arms and
legs. His face was starting to turn blue.

'What do I do?' Petunia gasped, 'What do I do?'

'Let him be,' McGonagall said.

'He'll cry himself sick!'

'Let him. I have to go check on Harry.' McGonagall got up and left the
room.

Not knowing what else to do, Petunia obeyed. She watched her son, until
Dudley was panting on the bed, too tired to fight. Then she reached out
and pulled him into her arms. This time he stayed. He was so warm. It
was comforting to hold him. She kissed his soft cheeks and played with
tufts of his gold hair.

'I love you,' she told him. 'And your father loved you. You have to
understand that. He did not want to leave—'

'But he's gone,' Dudley sniffed.

'Yes,' Petunia said, 'but that's because someone bad took him away.'

'Who?'

'Someone named Macnair.'

'Is he dead too?' Dudley asked wishfully.

'I don't know,' said Petunia. 'But that Shacklebolt fellow seemed to
think he'd be caught.'

Dudley nodded. 'I hope they catch him.'

Petunia kissed his forehead. 'I'm sure they will.'

Ten minutes later, McGonagall came back, carrying Harry in her arms. She
put him down in front of her.

'Doesn't he look nice?' she said.

Harry's hair was wet and spiky, and he was dressed in a bright red,
floor-length robe. As soon as he was put down, he began examining the
loose ends of his sleeves.

He's his father all over again, Petunia thought. Well, he'll do
better here with his kind.

'It looks like a dress,' Dudley snorted.

'It's a robe,' Harry said, 'All wizards wear them.'

'You're not wizard,' said Dudley.

'Yes, I am,' Harry said quickly.

'Dawlish is a wizard,' said Dudley. 'He can fly. What can you do?'

Harry looked flustered. He looked up at McGonagall for help.

'Well,' said McGonagall, 'He can't do much yet—though I have heard he
has a habit of exploding things—but when he gets older he'll be a
powerful wizard.'

There was a glint of jealousy in Dudley's blue eyes. Petunia thought she
saw a shadow of herself there,

'Good,' said Petunia. She crossed the room to the sink and washed her
bowl. The she turned McGonagall. 'May I take a shower?'

'Go ahead,' McGonagall said quickly. 'I'll just fetch you some clean
towels.'

She bustled off.

Petunia opened the suitcase that the Aurors had brought her, pulled out
a clean white blouse, a black skirt, and a pair of black tights. She
walked into the bathroom and shut the door.



6. Tonks

The Three Broomsticks was warm, after the cold of the streets.
Nymphadora Tonks scanned the pub for familiar faces, but the only person
she knew was the landlady, Madam Rosmerta, who was wiping the counter at
the bar. The inn was filled with witches and wizards from all parts of
Britain and even from the continent; their accents mingled in the smoke.

Tonks approached the counter. 'Two butterbeers if you please.'

Rosmerta smiled then looked up and shook her head. 'Dora?'

Tonks nodded, grinning. She had done herself up as a girl from a
Victorian Christmas card with blond curls, rosy cheeks, and blue eyes.
Though Tonks as a metamorphagus often changed her hair color or some
small part of herself, she had decided to go a little overboard for the
holidays this year. She was really starting to master the skill of
morphing, and she liked seeing people's reactions.

'Well, I never.' Rosmerta wiped the sweat from her brow. 'You gave me a
start. But you're always changing, aren't you?'

'A new look every week,' Tonks joked. 'How much for the butterbeer?'

'Four sickles,' Rosmerta said quietly. A group of Ministry men stomped
in, shaking the snow off their boots and whispering to each other over
the morning's paper. Rosmerta leaned forward as if to listen, but their
voices could not be heard over the din or the distance. Tonks handed the
sickles over, and Rosmerta quickly straightened up and whisked them out
of sight.

'I wonder what your husband going to think about that, when you get
one,' Rosmerta muttered, filling two tankards with hot butterbeer. 'He
goes to sleep with one woman and wakes up with another.'

'Actually,' Tonks said, 'I think that's part of my appeal. I could be
any man's fancy.'

Rosmerta frowned slightly, setting the tankards down on the counter.
'And what do your parents think about that?'

'Well, my mother thinks I'm getting rather vain,' Tonks said quickly,
'but she and I don't often see eye to eye, and my dad…well, my dad still
sees me as his little girl, and I guess that's sort of true. I mean I've
never really been with a bloke. Oh, I've kissed a couple, but nothing
serious.'

'Waiting for the right one?' Rosmerta chuckled. 'Bright girl.' She
filled a mug with spiced mead and handed it off to a witch from France.
'Got anyone in mind? Who's the other drink for? An invisible friend?'

Tonks blushed. 'It's for my dad. He's supposed to meet me here.'

'And the fellow?' Rosmerta asked with a wiggle of her eyebrows.

'How do you know there is one?' said Tonks. She tilted her head to one
side.

Rosmerta handed a large pewter mug filled with black liquor to a goblin.
'The look on your picture-book face.'

Tonks blush deepened. She looked towards the door. 'I wonder what's
taking him so long.'

'You father,' Rosmerta teased, 'Or the bloke whose supposed to ask you
out?'

'Both,' Tonks said, releasing a laugh.

'Is he very handsome?' Rosmerta asked.

'Terribly.'

'Intelligent?'

'I'm afraid so.'

'Brave?'

'Well, he's in Gryffindor, so yes.'

'Gryffindor, aye?' Rosmerta said, 'Well, that narrows it down some. Is
he reckless?'

'Yes,' Tonks said, blushing even harder.

'Ah,' Rosmerta shook her head. 'You're smitten. Do you know if you stand
a chance?'

'Can't say,' Tonks said, 'But I'm not one to give up easily.'

Rosmerta laughed. 'That's the spirit, and there's your father.'

Tonks turned to see her father walking towards her. His heavy winter
boots seemed to bend the wooden planking as he walked. Ted Tonks was a
large-bodied, blond man nearing forty.

'Hi, Dad,' said Tonks. 'Where've you been?'

'Had to go to the post office.'

'Oh,' Tonks said, feeling suddenly gloomy. She picked up the mugs of
butterbeer and headed over to a table near the window. 'You didn't send
out mother's cards...to them.'

'Of course,' her father said.

'Why does she bother?' Tonks mumbled. They settled down at the table.
Tonks pulled off dark blue coat and put it on the back of her chair.

'They're her family,' her father said, 'Whatever else they might be.'

'No,' Tonks snapped, 'they aren't. They disowned her. Remember?'

'Feelings don't die as easily as that.'

'They never write back,' Tonks said glaring down at her butterbeer.
'She's just setting herself up to be disappointed, and she does this
every year.'

'Your mother gave up a lot when she married me—'

'No, she didn't,' Tonks hissed, 'because she's obviously still clinging
to it.'

'Nymphadora,' her father said sternly.

'Yes!' Tonks interrupted. 'Like that! Like that blasted name! It sounds
like something a Black would call her baby.'

'Dora, someday when you are older—'

'—I'll understand?' Tonks finished for him. 'I already understand. My
mother's family is mad and depraved—her sister was a Death Eater—her
other sister was married to a Death Eater—her cousin was a mass
murderer—and the whole lot of them support the dark arts! What else is
there to understand?'

'It's more complicated than that,' her father said.

He continued on but he had lost her interest. Tonks was looking out the
window, blocking out his words. She took an occasional sip from her
butterbeer, but other than that the streets of Hogsmeade had her full
attention. Hogsmeade village was beautiful this time of year, with snow
glazing the shops and cottages like icing on gingerbread. Shoppers
flitted by like overgrown moths in colored capes and thick furs. In the
square, a violin quartet was playing 'Silent Night'. A teenaged girl was
pulling her little brother behind her in a sled. An old peddler was
trying to sell older jewelry. It was snowing again. The shoppers pointed
at the sky.

Watching the snowflakes plummet from the dark clouds, Tonks felt dizzy
and lost. They were all falling, falling, falling. Tonks took a large
gulp of her butterbeer, felt its warmth fill her body. Leaning back in
her chair, she closed her eyes.

'—just because you're fourteen and think you know everything,' her
father was still rambling on, 'doesn't mean you do. Sometimes love can
surpass prejudice. Sometimes love can be everything.'

Tonks's eyes fluttered open. 'You butterbeer is getting cold.'

Her father stopped ranting and shook his head. 'You're impossible.'

Tonks smirked. 'So, where are we going next? I've already covered
Honeydukes.' She held out a paper bag. 'And Zonko's…anything else we
need?'

Her father shrugged. 'I have to stop by the greengrocer. Is there
anywhere else you'd like to go?'

Tonks looked out the window again, examining the shops on the other side
of the street, when she noticed a woman standing directly outside their
window. The woman was wearing a long, black, high-shouldered, gold
zippered coat and high, red boots. She was looking around nervously and
fiddling with a piece of parchment.

'Do you think she's lost?' Tonks asked.

'Could be,' Ted Tonks said.

Suddenly, a hag approached the woman. The hag's long fingers clawed at
the parchment. She whispered words in the woman's ear that made her
tremble and look around as if asking for help. A few people stared in
their direction, but no one else came.

Tonks jumped out of her chair, throwing her coat over her shoulder, and
ran outside. The sudden cold made Tonks cringe; she pulled her coat on
as her feet skidded across the icy sidewalk.

'Leave her alone!' she shouted at the hag.

'Why?' the hag asked smiling with broken teeth, 'Do you know 'er? What
is your business with this muggle?'

'Muggle?' Tonks lied. 'You must be mistaken. This is my friend.'

'I know a muggle when I see one.' The hag laughed. 'Perhaps you are the
one who snuck

'er in? She does not belong to tis place.'

Tonks shook her head, trying to think of something to say. 'She's
muggleborn, not a muggle.'

'Maybe she fool you,' the hag replied, 'but she no fool me.'

Tonks drew a breath. 'Muggles sometimes go to the school – to the see
the games –perhaps she got lost.'

'Are you lost?' the hag asked. She poked at the woman.

'Yes,' the woman said her cheeks pale, 'I'm lost.'

'I can help you,' the hag said with a greedy grin. She pushed Tonks
roughly aside. Tonks slid on the ice, falling to her knees.

'Leave them alone,' a voice growled. Tonks turned her head and saw her
father standing there, an empty tankard in his right hand and his wand
in his left.

The hag spat at him, dipped a mock curtsy in her ragged gown and then
disappeared.

With her hand over her heart, the woman looked at the spot where the hag
had been. 'Why do they always do that?'

'Are you a muggle, ma'am?' Ted Tonks asked.

The woman nodded still shaken. 'Yes…yes, I am. I'm supposed to go to the
school…to see…Dumbledore.'

'And he didn't send anyone to help you?'

'Well…' The woman reddened. 'I thought I could get there myself…but I
got confused.'

Tonks pulled herself to her feet and brushed the snow off her jeans. 'I
could escort you there. Couldn't I, Dad? While you go to the grocer's?'

Her father looked nervous but then nodded. 'All right, but be sure you
get home before nightfall. And keep your wand ready in case you run into
trouble.'

'All right,' Tonks said. 'Bye for now.'

Father and daughter embraced, while the woman looked self consciously
away, her fingers crumbling the parchment in her hand.

As soon as her father had left, Tonks turned to the woman. 'So I forgot
to ask you your name.'

'Oh,' the woman said. 'It's Petunia, Petunia Dursley.'

'Dursley?' Tonks said. She pulled a pair of purple gloves out of her
coat pocket and slid them on. She had thought she had heard the name
before, but she could not place it.

Petunia nodded.

'Well, I'm Tonks,' said Tonks. She held her hand out. Petunia looked
suspiciously at it before managing a timid shake. 'It's nice to meet
you.'

'Nice to meet you too,' said Petunia. 'Though I don't understand.'

'Understand?' Tonks asked curiously.

'Why you came to my rescue? Did Dumbledore send you?'

'No,' Tonks said, 'Happy coincidence, that's all. Couldn't help seeing
that you were in a spot of trouble.'

'Well, I thank you.'

'You're welcome.'

'I really do. That woman, whoever she was…'

'She was a hag.'

Petunia started. 'Well, that's one way to put it,' she said with half a
smile.

'No, really,' Tonks said, 'She is. Or at least, I think she is. We turn
left here. It's a shortcut.'

They did not talk for a while after. Tonks was busy trying to get them
to Hogwarts as quickly as possible before the full strength of the storm
blew in. She went on a side path through a small wood, skirting the edge
of the Forbidden Forest. Tonks had always had a love of danger, but she
could see her companion did not share it. Petunia's eyes kept looking
anxiously at the dark trees.

'We'll be all right if we move quickly and quietly,' Tonks whispered.
'It's not a full moon, so the werewolves won't give us trouble, and the
centaurs are usually more docile in winter. The giant spiders are deeper
in, and we haven't had any trouble with trolls lately.'

This only seemed to heighten Petunia's fears. Tonks was a just little
bit disappointed when nothing turned up, and they made it safely out of
the forest.

'So,' Tonks said conversationally to Petunia, as they walked across the
lawns of Hogwarts. 'You have a son or daughter at the school?'

Petunia shook her head. 'I had a sister, but she's dead now.'

'I'm so sorry,' Tonks said.

'It was years ago,' Petunia said quickly. 'Why are we going to an
abandoned building?'

'Abandoned building?' Tonks asked.

'It says 'Keep Out',' Petunia said. 'Can't you see the sign?'

Tonks stopped at the gates of Hogwarts. She saw the towers of the
castle, its high walls, and the lights glowing in the windows. She
turned to see Petunia, her face was white and her hands trembling.

'You aren't some kind of spirit?' said Petunia. 'Bringing me here to
die?'

'No, no,' Tonks said. She felt pity shoot through her. Of course, the
woman could not see the building. She was a muggle. 'This is the school,
only you can't see it yet.'

Tonks pulled her wand out her jean pocket then stopped. If Petunia
really were a muggle, then she could get in a lot of trouble for
performing magic in front of her. Yet Petunia had mentioned Dumbledore.
What if she were lying? Tonks looked at Petunia. She was a thin woman,
very thin, almost skeletal, as if she worried too much and ate too
little. She shook like a sapling in the wind. She couldn't possibly be a
threat.

Tonks lifted her wand and pointed it in the direction of the school.
'Revelio!'

Nothing seemed to change. Only the sky seemed to be getting darker and
darker.

'Can you see the school now?' Tonks asked.

Petunia nodded. She was staring hard in front of them. Tonks opened the
gates, and they walked in together.



7. Albus
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The sound of snoring woke Albus Dumbledore. He looked around at
the heads of the former headmasters and mistresses, hanging in
paintings on the wall. He yawned and stretched his tired limbs.
Morning had passed, afternoon was pressing on. He wondered when
he had fallen asleep. Last night he had paced the hours away,
worn down the wooden boards of his office floor. He was still
trying to think of a way to tell them.

A tray was sitting on his desk, laden with lunch, courtesy of the house
elves. Albus smiled softly. He bit into a warm roast beef sandwich and
added three heaping spoons of sugar to his tea.

The door creaked open. Severus walked in, looking tired. "You wanted to
see me, headmaster?"

Was it already time to talk? Albus shifted through pages of a tome of
wizarding law he had left open last night.

"Headmaster?" Severus leaned over the desk.

"Yes, Severus." Albus did not look up from the book. He had to get the
words right. Say it wrong, and it would never happen.

"You had something to tell me?"

"Yes, Severus." Albus smiled up at him. "Will you please sit down?"

Severus hastily grabbed a chair and dragged it in front of the desk.
"Headmaster?"

"You loved Lily." Words were always wonderful tools, especially when
they held emotion.

"Of course, I did." Severus looked nervously around the room.

"You said you would do anything for her."

"She is dead."

"But you have vowed to do your utmost to protect her son."

"Yes. All that I can." Severus folded hand over papery hand, laying them
like a sacrifice on the desk.

"Well," Albus said, "there is something you can do now."

Severus frowned. He started to protest, Albus held his hand up for
silence.

"I know, I know," Albus said soothingly. "We said it would come later
when the child was in school but—"

"What is it you want me to do?"

"I want you to adopt the boy."

"No," Severus said. He sprang from the chair and moved towards the door.
"No. I said that I would only guard the boy in secret. I will not be
caught raising Potter's son."

Albus sighed deeply. "Severus, Severus, please sit down. I'm not done
speaking yet."

Severus gripped the back of the chair but did not sit down. "Why?"

"I know you must think me mad," Albus said. He kept his tone light. "But
I can assure you that I gave this extensive thought."

"What about the dark lord?" Severus's soft voice was strained with
suspicion. "What would he think when he returns and sees that I have
decided to foster his destroyer."

"Listen," Albus said. He shut the law book and closed his eyes. "Listen
to me. You will bring Harry up to be the next world ruler. You will fill
him with love for the dark arts. Teach him to kill without mercy. He
will be the successor to your fallen lord. The hope of all darkness."

Severus stared at him. "You cannot mean that."

"No," Albus said, "But that is what you will tell him, that is what will
tell all your kind."

"My kind?" Severus scowled. "What do you mean my kind?"

"Death Eaters, Severus, those that remain."

Severus's eyes narrowed. "So, what will I do with the child?"

"You will raise him to revenge his mother's death."

"The prophecy?" Severus said, curiosity suddenly brightening his black
eyes.

"Yes, yes," Albus said impatiently, "That."

"You never told me the rest of it."

"Why should I?" Albus took a long sip of his tea then looked back up.

Severus was glaring at him again. "If I go along with this, I want to
know everything."

"And you think you deserve that, do you?" A harsh voice spoke from the
doorway. Albus turned to see his old friend, Alastor Moody, shaking with
rage on his wooden leg.

"What's he doing here?" Severus hissed.

Albus merely smiled. "Welcome, Alastor."

"Humph," Alastor said as answer. He turned his attention back to
Severus. "You should just be glad we didn't send you to Azkaban, you
little slime ball."

"What's he doing here?" Severus repeated.

Albus could just detect a shake in the whisper. He reached out and
stroked Severus's wrist reassuringly. "If you just cooperate everything
will be fine."

"Cooperate?"

Albus nodded.

"Do I have a choice," Severus said. He sat down in the chair and folded
his arms.

"Now don't be defiant," Alastor said. "I know what makes you sick. I
know what makes you scream. I know everything about you. I could—"

"Alastor," Albus said, "Please stop threatening him. It's not polite."

"I want him to leave," Severus said.

"Of course, you do," Alastor barked. "But I don't follow the orders of
an ex-D. E."

"Alastor," Albus said, "That's sufficient. Now listen, Severus, I'm
asking you to do me a favor, an enormous favor I know, but I have always
vouched for your good character."

Alastor chuckled. "What he's trying to say is he fires you, there aren't
going to be a lot of takers out there."

"I understand perfectly well what he means," Severus sad gloomily. He
was looking down at his ragged nails. His hands were in loose fists on
his lap. "What about his aunt? I thought you said he had to live with
his aunt."

"Well, he does. At least, in order to keep the blood protection."

"So, what am I supposed to do? Go live with her? She'll hate that. She's
always hated me."

"I wouldn't go so far as hate," Albus said. "I believe she was
prejudiced against you for a number of reasons, but pure hatred, no. She
reserved that for the dirt you dragged in."

"You think that's funny?" Severus snapped.

Albus smiled. "All right, so you're not the perfect couple."

"Couple? What do you mean couple?"

"Well, I don't think Petunia would approve of an unmarried man living
with her."

"It would be better if I were already married?"

"No, Severus, I mean she would not want to live with a man she's not
married too. People would talk."

"It's the eighties," Severus said with a roll of his eyes. "I thought we
were over all that."

"She isn't."

"Well, I don't think she would want to marry me. Ugly, poor, with a
criminal past, not exactly great assets in lover."

Alastor laughed. Albus shot him a warning look.

Severus waited for the laughter to die then continued. 'How would you
get her to marry me—even if I agreed?"

"Well," Albus said, "I've been working over that one. As of right now,
Little Whinging thinks that Vernon Dursley did himself in, which means
that the life insurance policy he had been investing in will fall out,
leaving poor Petunia, nephew and son to fend for themselves. Well,
Petunia doesn't have family. Vernon has a sister, but not a very
generous one. Petunia has very little work experience, and companies
don't generally like hiring single mothers. So, as it is she is in a
rather tight spot. However, it could be made tighter. We could simply
wipe all the memoirs of the Dursleys from the muggles's minds. Then she
wouldn't have even an identity to cling to."

"So you are going scare us both into a marriage we don't want?"

"Well," said Albus, "I was hoping for more assistance from you, but if
it comes to that, well, it can't be helped. Harry is a very important
little boy. He holds the key to the ruin of Voldemort, and I mean to
keep that near at hand. You are a great teacher, Severus, though a harsh
one. I need you to train him for the final fight."

Severus closed his eyes, leaned his elbows against the desk. "I don't
want to."

Albus stroked his shoulder. "I know you don't, but you will."



8. Severus 2

Severus leaned back in his chair, eyes closed. His fingernails
scraped the varnish on the wooden desk, but Dumbledore did not
seem to notice. He and Moody were talking together on a corner
couch, their voices hushed, but Severus could still hear them.
They were conspiring to take his life away, though Severus
supposed he had already forfeited that.

What would Lily think of all this, this plan to force her sister to
marry? He could hardly see her approving. She would say there was
another way; she would explain all the ways the plan could go wrong. But
she would never have trusted Severus with Harry in the first place. He
had been a Death Eater; he had betrayed her.

Dumbledore relied on Severus's guilt to make him follow through. Guilt,
love, hatred, and regret, they all seemed to strike in Severus's mind
like an out of tune brass band. He hated himself; he hated the dark
lord; he hated Lily. He loved Lily; Lily had once loved him; He had once
loved himself; he had once loved the dark lord; the dark lord had never
loved him.

Severus looked at the door with longing. If he could get out, he could
run away. Take a broom, leave the country, get lost somewhere, die
alone. Right now, it sounded promising.

"Severus, you really need to stop sulking."

Dumbledore was behind him now. The old man walked so quietly.

Severus said nothing. Dumbledore resumed his seat on the other side of
the desk.

"I'm sure everything will work out fine. You'll learn to appreciate each
other."

"I love Lily," Severus said. "Not her sister. I will never love anyone
else."

"Isn't that a bit necrophilic?" Moody said. He was still sitting on the
couch.

"Quiet, Alastor," said Dumbledore, raising his hand. "You're comment
might offend the ears of the dead."

"The dead are deaf," Alastor said. Afterward, he was silent though.

"May I go?" Severus asked.

"No," Dumbledore said. "I have some questions to ask you about Petunia."

"What about her?"

"You knew her in childhood."

"Somewhat."

"Tell me in your words what she was like."

"Why? I thought you knew everything."

"Severus, don't waste the afternoon on cheek. I know a good deal about
her physical state, but what was she like to you?"

"Horrible. Ordinary."

"Well, Severus, that's not very descriptive."

"She was a girl. Just a girl: plain, pale, and proud. She put on airs."

"So did Lily as I recall."

"They suited her better. Petunia knew how to make you feel like shit.
Lily made you feel it was an honor to be in her company—you see the
difference?"

"Not exactly. But go on."

"I don't know what else to say. She was nosy. Not especially smart. Her
clothes were always clean."

"Anything else?"

"Her voice was very high," Severus said. "But by now that could have
changed."

"So you didn't know her as an adult?"

"Why would I? Lily broke off our relationship in fifth year. I never
bothered much with her family. They were muggles."

"I see."

"Well, I was different then. I believed in all that pureblood rubbish."

"And you don't know?"

"I don't believe in anything," Severus said. He looked out the high
windows at the darkening sky.

Dumbledore shook his head. "Is that all you have to say?"

"Yes."

"Alastor, would you show her in?" Dumbledore said. Alastor popped the
door opened, and the woman who had been leaning against it nearly fell
in.

Severus turned from the window to see Petunia clinging to the curtain
rack. She had to be Petunia. She had the same blue eyes burning with
indignation, the same craning neck. She had filled in since he had last
seen her, breasts and hips mostly; she was still skinny. Her legs looked
nice.

"Why were you eavesdropping?" Dumbledore asked.

"I wasn't," Petunia said. "I was waiting for a lull, so I could come in.
Why were you talking about me?"

"Because you are such charming individual."

Petunia frowned. "What is it that you want…Headmaster?"

"Yes, I'm Dumbledore. I suppose you've seen my picture before."

"Yes…it was on a card."

Dumbledore nodded. He waved his wand, and a plush chair appeared on the
left side of the desk. "Won't you take a seat?"

"I want to know why I'm here."

"Sit down."

Petunia hesitated but then obeyed. Her eyes kept roving round the room.
"Who's snoring?"

"The portraits, naturally," Dumbledore said.

Her glance moved quickly to the portraits of the headmasters and
mistresses. Severus smirked.

"Are they alive?" she said.

"In their way," Dumbledore said. "They are the faces of men and women
who have held my position before me. They have died, but their knowledge
carries on to the next generation, and the next, and the next, and the
next, and so forth."

"Isn't that a little like having ghosts in your office?"

"No, not really. Ghosts are an entirely different matter, but we have
some ghosts downstairs if you would like to meet one."

"No thank you," Petunia said quickly.

"Would you like some tea?"

"No thank you." Cold but polite.

"Are you sure?" Dumbledore said.

"Yes."

"Well, how have you liked the school so far?"

"It's a school."

"And?"

"I didn't know. I haven't seen much of it."

"And the parts you have seen?"

"It's…nice. I mean the architecture is well done." Petunia fidgeted in
her chair. "Have you found the murderer?"

"Macnair? No. He seems to have left the country."

Petunia frowned. "Does that mean we are still in danger?"

"Yes," Dumbledore said. "I'm afraid it does."

"Couldn't you take over responsibility of Harry? I mean you have all
sorts of magic to ward of enemies here. Lily said that Hogwarts was the
safest place to be."

"You seem to remember a lot about this world, but as I recall you were
very interested in it."

"A childhood fancy. I've grown up."

"Have you?" Dumbledore said. He was smiling and peering closely at her.
Severus noticed that her gaze dropped quickly.

"Sir," Petunia said. "I don't see why this matters. The question
remains—what are we going to do?"

She was looking from Severus to Moody to Dumbledore. She wanted to ask
why they were all there, but she was too scared. Severus could see her
hands trembling on her lap. He felt a small surge of pity, empathy even.
They were both trapped. Only she did not know it yet.

"What are we going to do, what are going to do?" Dumbledore hummed the
words out thoughtfully.

"Is he insane?" Petunia said. It took a moment for Severus to realize
she was talking to him.

He cleared his throat. "Yes."

Petunia smiled. It was one of the few smiles she had ever given Severus.
It confused him.

"This is what we are going to do," Dumbledore said. "You are going to
stay in hiding—for now, until we get these matters more settled."

"But," she said. "Won't the police find it suspicious that I have fled
my house after my husband's death? Won't they think I murdered him?"

"They already do," Dumbledore said.

Severus could tell Dumbledore was bluffing, but Petunia blanched.

"My God," she said. "My God."

She covered her face with her hands.

"There, there," Dumbledore said. He leaned over and patted her arm. "We
won't let you come to harm."

"But Dudley, my poor Dudley," Petunia said. "He was so happy in school,
so happy."

She reached into the pocket of her jacket and took out a handkerchief,
dabbed her eyes, though she was not crying. They sat in silence for a
while, to let the message sink in, Severus supposed. He continued to
scan Petunia's face. Though she was wan, she did not seem altogether as
sad as he would expect a widow to be. Perhaps she was still in shock,
and yet when she thought they were not looking, she kept looking around
the room at everything it, with awe. It came to Severus's mind then,
that Dumbledore had a very powerful tool he could use against Petunia.
Curiosity.



9. Petunia 4

The storm was dying down outside. A few of the portraits were
wriggling in their sleep, reaching up and rubbing their eyes.
Petunia watched them with apprehension. She wondered if they
really did talk, these dead people and what they had to say. The
whole world seemed new to her. It seemed years since her husband
died, centuries. And now she was being told she had to stay here
for her own safety.

And there was Snape, sitting silent. She did not know why he was here.
It had been years since she had last seen him. He had grown taller, but
not much, and his hair was just as matted and greasy as ever. However,
he seemed to have mellowed down a bit. At least, he was not throwing
insults at her, but they were strangers now and had nothing to fight
about.

She did not know who the other man was, the man with the peg leg, but
she had this weird feeling about him. It was almost like he was looking
through her. It made her squirm. She wished he would leave, but he just
kept sitting there in the corner, staring.

Petunia finally drew eyes back to Dumbledore, the obvious leader of the
group and possibly the maddest. He was still at his place behind the
desk, smacking his lips on cold coffee.

"What shall I do?" Petunia asked him.

"Well," Dumbledore said. "There is a family who has remained completely
supportive of muggles. I believe you can room with them awhile until
things clear up. Though I am hoping for a more permanent arrangement."

"What sort of permanent arrangement?" Petunia said. Her hands twitched
on her lap, and her eyes glanced from one portrait to another on the
wall. A thin, pale man with black hair and pointed beard had woken up
and was glowering at her with dark eyes. Quickly, she looked away.

"I think we can get into that later," Dumbledore said.

"No," Petunia said firmly, "I want to know now."

Beside her, Snape shifted uneasily in his chair. He looked at Dumbledore
then dejectedly down at the desk.

"It's like this," Dumbledore said, clasping his hands together. "Wizards
do not usually permit muggles to live within their communities."

"You are a wizard, aren't you?" Petunia said.

"Yes," Dumbledore said.

"Then why not say 'we'?" Petunia said.

Dumbledore smiled again. It bothered Petunia how much he smiled. It did
not seem natural. This was a serious situation.

"I do not make the laws," Dumbledore said. "Our laws say that we are not
to tell muggles of our world, how then can we have them live in it,
where they will learn even more."

"Why are you so afraid of people knowing about you?"

'There are many reasons: jealousy, hatred, prejudice." Dumbledore said.

"On whose side?" Petunia said.

"Undoubtedly both," Dumbledore said "In truth, we tell very little of
the muggle world to our children. Some witches and wizards despise the
powers they have. If they were given a choice they might run away to the
world of muggles, but magic can be very dangerous when it is not
controlled."

For a moment, a shadow seemed to cross Dumbledore, but he shook his
head, and it faded away.

"So, you keep your people in," Petunia said, "and our people out."

"Yes," Dumbledore said. "Muggles are not usually permitted within our
communities. There have been a few exceptions. Sometimes the spouse of a
witch and wizard is allowed."

"What are you trying to get too?" Petunia said.

"To stay in, you may have to get married. And it's better if you do it
now, before the law enforcers come asking."

"What?" Petunia cried. 'But I don't know anyone here. And—and my
husband, he just died. I can't very well get married again. Not right
away, at least."

"It would be purely a marriage of convenience," Dumbledore said.

"Even so," Petunia said, standing up, "it just wouldn't be right. And
who would marry me? There must be some sort of loophole in your laws
that I could get through. I mean, Harry, he needs help."

"Someone has already volunteered to marry you," Dumbledore said.

"Who? You?" Petunia said, backing away from him.

"No," Severus said, standing up. "Me."

"You?" Petunia could not believe her ears or eyes.

"Yes, me," Snape said dryly.

"But why?" Petunia said.

"I care." Severus held out his hand to her.

Petunia stood there dumbstruck, looking down at his hand and then up at
his face. "About me?"

"About her son." Snape dropped his extended hand and clasped both hands
behind his back.

"Why should you?"

"I just do," Snape said.

"Is this the only way I can stay?" Petunia said. She looked from Snape
to Dumbledore then back to Snape.

"Will that make you say 'yes'?" Severus asked.

"I don't know," Petunia said.

"Then I won't say." Snape turned away towards the window. The storm had
stopped, and the sun was shining through.

"I'd have to think about," Petunia said. "I would have to give it more
thought."

"Of course, you would," Dumbledore said. "You'll have a month to think
the offer over. For now, you should rest. You've been through a lot."



10. Harry

Dudley was crying again. Harry could hear him sobbing against his
pillow. It was Christmas Eve. They'd moved again, this time to a loud
house with lots of boys. Harry did not know why they had moved, only
that the woman from the last house had been upset about it, yet she had
said it had to be done. Some wizard at a school had ordered it. They
should stay here, where it would be quieter.

Only it wasn't quieter — the wizard had been wrong — but it was nice.
The lady of the house, Mrs. Weasley, was always kind to Harry. She
seemed to think it an honour to feed and shelter him, though he did not
know why. The boys had scared Harry at first. They were boisterous and
filled with questions Harry did not know how to answer, but their mother
had shooed them away, had made Harry feel at home.

The house itself, The Burrow it was called, was cluttered, but that did
not bother Harry. It was a pleasant change from the sterilely of Number
4 Privet Drive. Aunt Petunia. Dudley, and Harry had been given a space
to sleep in the sitting room. Aunt Petunia slept on the coach, while
Dudley and Harry shared a mattress on the floor.

Aunt Petunia was sound asleep, so she did not hear Dudley crying. She
was more tired lately, drained, Harry thought. She did not seem to like
the house, the noise, or the children. There was one girl among Mrs.
Weasley's children, and Aunt Petunia kept watching her. Harry could not
understand it, but he did not ask why. He had learnt not to ask adults
things. They would shout, threaten, or lock you away.

Dudley was still sniffling and wiping his nose on his pillowcase.

"Can't you sleep?" Harry said.

"Shut up," Dudley said. He turned though to look more closely at Harry.
The lights of the Christmas tree had been left on that night, basking
the room in faint shades of gold, red, and green. "What do you want?"

"Nothing," Harry said.

"Then leave me alone." Dudley buried his face in his pillow.

"You cry a lot," Harry said.

"I'm sad," Dudley said.

"Why?"

"Because my dad's dead, stupid," Dudley said.

Harry thought about saying something very cutting, but quickly he
changed his mind. Both Dudley and him were newcomers to this world. In
the short run, Dudley might make a good ally.

"I'm sorry," Harry said.

"It's not your fault," Dudley said. He rubbed his eyes on the sleeves of
his pyjamas and looked at Harry again. "Why aren't you sleeping?"

Harry shrugged. "I was thinking."

"About what?"

Harry hesitated. He wanted to talk about discovering that he was a
wizard, but he doubted that would win Dudley over. "Things."

"Like what?"

"A lot has happened," Harry said.

"Yeah," Dudley said. "My dad died."

"And we came here," Harry said.

"So?"

"I don't know."

For a moment there was silence, well almost silence, Dudley was sniffing
a bit, but he was done crying. Harry guessed it would be a good time to
go to sleep.

"I hate it," Dudley said.

"What?" Harry said startled.

"I hate Macnair," Dudley said. "I hate those people."

"Death eaters?" Harry said.

"Yes, them," Dudley said. "I hate them."

"I hate them too," Harry said.

Dudley was silent.

"They killed my parents too, you know," Harry said.

"I know," Dudley said. "She told me."

Harry did not know if he meant Aunt Petunia, Professor McGonagall, or
Mrs. Weasley.

"I'm sorry," Harry said again.

There was a pause, and then suddenly Harry felt something touch him in
the near dark. It took him a moment to realize that Dudley was reaching
out for him, holding his hand. Not used to the warmth and gentleness of
human skin, Harry lay silent in the dark, studying the sensation.

"I'm sorry," Dudley said.

"I don't remember much," Harry said. "Just a green light. I think that
was part of it."

"How did my dad die?" Dudley asked.

"He was stabbed," Harry said. "In the neck."

Dudley shuddered. "Was it very painful?"

"I don't know," Harry said. "But it didn't last long. He fell over, and
he was dead."

Harry remembered his uncle's face red and purple from anger, the beady
eyes just specks in the bulky skin. Then there had been the knife, quick
and slicing. The blood ran, and Uncle Vernon toppled to the floor. It
was almost comical in retrospect.

"I just wish he hadn't done it now," Dudley said. "So near Christmas."

Harry felt nothing about Christmas. It was just another day. He gazed up
at the wood patterns on the ceiling, at the children's drawings on the
walls, at the old rugs on the floor, at the fireplace, at the Christmas
tree, and at the dusty, bulky wireless set.

"We'll be all right," Harry said.

"You think so?" Dudley said.

"Yes," Harry said.



Shouting. The room was filled with shouting. Harry curled into a ball,
shielding his face. Hands clutched his back and shook him.

"Come on, Harry, wake up!" A young voice said. It was one of the Weasley
boys, but Harry could not tell which.

"Leave me alone," Harry said.

"Come on," another voice said. "Wake up. It's Christmas."

More hands were nudging him. Harry clung to his knees.

"Leave him alone." This was Bill Weasley or at least Charlie, an older
boy.

The voices had stopped shouting. Seven pairs of eyes were fixed on
Harry. He could feel them and see them when he dared look out.

Now the voices spoke in whispers.

"What's wrong with him?"

"He's been through a lot," second voice again. It must be Bill's.

"Doesn't he want to open his presents?" a girl's voice, Ginny.

"I think we should just let him rest," Bill said.

"Okay," Ginny said. Harry could hear the sound of footsteps pattering
away.

"I'm sorry if they bothered you," Bill said.

Harry uncoiled and looked at him but said nothing.

"You feeling all right?" Bill said.

Harry nodded. "Fine."

"You hungry?"

Harry nodded.

Bill smiled. "I'll make you some breakfast."

Harry sat up and looked around the room. The younger Weasleys—Ginny,
Ron, Fred and George—were ripping up colored paper, unwrapping jumpers
and sweets. Percy was unwrapping his presents with careful precision,
and Charlie was watching them all, smirking slightly.

Dudley sat up, rubbing his eyes. He looked at Harry, who gave him a
brief smile.

"What's going on?" Dudley said.

Harry shrugged.

There was a gasp and a squeal. Harry turned. Ginny was hugging a stuffed
toy rabbit. She held it against her cheek and stroked its long ears.
Harry looked down at his over large pyjamas then at the tree, shook his
head.

Bill walked back over to him, carrying a plate filled with fried eggs,
fried toast, fried mushrooms, and bacon.

"Here you go, Harry," Bill said. "Or would you like to eat at the
table?"

Harry nodded and stood up. Bill turned to Dudley.

"Are you hungry too?" he asked.

Dudley shook his head then nodded. He followed them to the kitchen.

While Harry and Dudley were eating, Bill was silent, watching them wolf
down their food. Harry realized then that he liked Bill. He was not as
pushy as the other boys, and there was something about him, something
commanding than Harry admired. Harry wondered what it was like to be so
old and tall.

After they were done, Bill pressed his palms against the table and
smiled at them. Bill smiled a lot, not fake smiles, like his uncle and
aunt painted on for guests but truly caring smiles. Harry could tell.

"Would you like to open some presents now?" Bill asked Dudley and Harry.

"How can we have presents?" Dudley said doubtfully.

"Well," Bill said. "The wizarding community heard about your tragedy,
and they wanted to do something…so, they sent you lots of presents."

Harry frowned. "They sent us presents?"

"Yes, the two of you," Bill said. "You and Dudley."

"Why?" Harry said.

"Because you're special," Bill said.

"Special how?" Harry said.

Bill opened his mouth then closed it. This time his smile was forced.

"Aren't you curious about the presents?" he said. "I mean it's Christmas
after all."

"I guess," Dudley said.

"But why do they care?" Harry persisted.

"Why shouldn't they?" Bill said. "You're part of our world now. They
just wanted to help."

Something exploded in the sitting room. Bill quickly excused himself.



11. Arthur

Hearing that Harry Potter was going to spend Christmas at his house,
Arthur Weasley had had a hard time not shouting for joy. He remembered
though the threat of war and confined himself to a smile and a "We would
be delighted".

On seeing Harry, Arthur was rather surprised. All of the photos he had
seen of The Boy Who Lived depicted a plump, smiling toddler. Of course,
Arthur knew that a child would grow, but Harry was nothing like he had
expected. Harry was a thin boy with green eyes that looked warily out at
the world and thin lips, which stayed tightly shut. Even at Christmas,
Harry was quiet, only speaking to timidly thank his hosts for the dinner
and the presents (of which there was a remarkable amount. In fact, so
many that some had been stored away for Harry's next birthday and
Christmas, the present amount already flooding the sitting room floor).

Another thing that bothered Arthur was there seemed to be a void between
Harry and his aunt. Petunia showed clear affection towards her son,
Dudley, but she seemed detached from her sister's son. Harry never went
to her for comfort when he was scared or nervous.

Then again, Arthur thought, I might be seeing things. Reading
something that is not there. Maybe they're just so shocked.

He looked across the kitchen table at Petunia. It was evening, and they
were having a late supper made from what was leftover from the Christmas
dinner: cold turkey and cranberry sauce. Petunia was picking at the food
on her plate. Dudley and Harry had already been sent off to bed, and
Molly was getting the other children ready for theirs.

The candles burnt low. Arthur realized that this was the first time he
had been alone with Petunia. The children were usually about or Molly.
It seemed odd somehow to be sitting here with this perfect stranger at
Christmas. He had asked many questions, but he still felt he knew
nothing about her. All her answers were curt or vague.

Petunia was not looking at him but at bouquet of dried roses hanging on
the wall. Her hand played with her wedding ring, slipping it up and down
on her ring finger. Her eyes were red and vacant and her lips drooped.

"So," Arthur said conversationally, "How do you muggles usually
celebrate your Christmas?"

"Much the same," she said, turning to him.

"Oh?" Arthur said. "Do you have a tree and food and singing?"

"Not so much the singing," Petunia said. "We had a tree."

"That's nice," Arthur said. "Was it a nice tree?"

"I guess," Petunia said. "Vernon bought in town. It was small. I didn't
want the needles to make a mess."

"I bet you miss him a lot," Arthur said.

Petunia was silent. She shook her head. She didn't want to talk about
it.

"I'm sorry," Arthur said.

"It's all right," Petunia said. "I'll be fine. I was always the
practical girl. I'll get by."

"What do you think you'll do?" Arthur said.

"I don't know," Petunia said. "But don't worry. I'll think of something.
I won't burden you longer than needed."

"Oh," Arthur said, "don't consider yourself a burden. We don't. We're
delighted to meet you and Harry."

"Why Harry?" Petunia said. "What's all this fuss about Harry? Everyone
seems so excited about him…all this, he'll grow into a great wizard
nonsense. How do you know? Maybe he'll be nothing."

Arthur sat stunned, his mouth open, his throat dry yet swallowing. "You
don't know, do you?"

"Know what?" Petunia asked warily.

"About you-know-who," Arthur said. His voice had fallen to a whisper.

"If I don't know about him," Petunia said, "how would I know about him?"

"He-who-must-not-be-named," Arthur said, "the conqueror, the killer."

Petunia leaned forward, her eyes fixed on him. "Who was he?"

"He was a dark wizard," Arthur said. "A horrible man, if man we can call
him. Though his ideas of blood purity have been with us throughout the
ages, we have never had anyone quite as ruthless as he."

"What did he want?" Petunia said.

"Among other things, he wanted to kill or enslave all muggles," Arthur
said.

"Muggles," Petunia said. "Us."

"Yes, you," Arthur said gently. "He wanted to the rule the world."

Petunia was very pale now. "But what has Harry got to do with this?"

"He did not die," Arthur said. 'You-know-who tried to kill, but he
refused to die."

"What do you mean?" Petunia said.

"For some reason the killing curse rebounded," Arthur said. "It
destroyed Harry's foe instead."

"So this enemy," Petunia said, "this dark wizard, is dead?"

"As far as, we know. Although some that believe he will rise again, and
there are still some out there that follow him, whatever they may say."

"Why did he try to kill Harry?" Petunia said. "Why a child?"

"He was mad," said Arthur. "He didn't care who died as long his aim was
fulfilled. James and Lily had opposed him, so they had to be eliminated.
Harry was their child that was enough reason to destroy him."

"Lily never told me any of this," Petunia said. "Nor did Dumbledore."

Arthur opened his mouth, closed it. Maybe he should not have told her,
but she would have found out eventually.

"At the time," Arthur said. "We had no idea what was going to happen,
whether his death were true or not. The more you knew and the more you
were connected with the Potters the greater the danger you'd be in."

"I see," Petunia said, "and all this time I've been blaming Lily for her
silence."

"It must be strange for you," Arthur said. "Being a muggle and yet
knowing of our world, living on the outskirts of what your kind call
'imaginary'"

"Strange, a little, sad more so," Petunia said. "I wish I had forgiven
her. I wish I had seen her before she died."

"Well," Arthur said, "you still have Harry. You can talk to him."

"I don't know what to say," Petunia said.

"He needs someone, a mother to comfort him."

"I am not his mother, and I don't know how to comfort people."

"Practice always helps," Arthur said. "Harry is a child, he needs love."

"Practice," Petunia said. "Yes, I shall try. Pretend hard enough to love
him, then maybe."

"I don't understand," Arthur said. "He's your nephew."

Petunia shook her head. "You needn't understand. I don't understand it
myself, but every time I look at him, I just feel angry."

"Angry?"

"He's taken my life away from me," Petunia said. She ran her finger
along the rim of her wine glass. "Or no, there was no life to take away.
I just blamed him. I thought I'd be happier without him, because then I
could build this illusion of normality, happiness that he always ruined.
He asked so many questions, each question ripping away a façade until I
built a steel wall around myself."

"But why?" Arthur said. "What were you hiding from?"

"Disappointment, anger," Petunia said. "Fear. Mostly, I'm a coward."

"Yet you admit it," Arthur said.

"Yes," Petunia said. "I'm trying to start over. The first step to that
is acknowledging your faults. I've never believed in God, but I can't
help feeling that He is punishing me, or something else is."

"You shouldn't blame yourself for your husband's death," Arthur said.
"That was the work of the enemy."

"I only wish I had known about all this before," Petunia said. "I never
realized what Lily was going through. I never understood fully the
danger we were in. Why are there always so many secrets? Are there
always wizards fighting wars over our heads and behind our backs?"

"Not always," Arthur said. "But often enough to leave the land troubled,
and yet there are many wars started and waged by muggles where wizard
lands run through. We exist in time and space together though we seldom
meet. It's just the way it is."

"I've been so selfish," Petunia said.

"Perhaps," Arthur said. "But people can always change."

"I hope that is true," said Petunia.



12. Severus 3
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It was New Year's Day, a week after Christmas. Severus was sitting in
his dungeon office grading papers. The room was dank and dimly lit, and
he had only old books and potion bottles for company, but those solitary
hours allowed him a break from the questions of his fellow professors,
which had become more frequent of late.

Severus's eyes trailed across the scribbling cursive written large on
the parchment. The essay was disjointed, jumping from one topic to
another, but this was a Gryffindor second year, he didn't expect better.
Not an O, not an E, not even an A, Severus's feathered pen brushed out a
P, poor, unacceptable. He smiled to himself as he wrote it, a petty
revenge for having to read the paper. The child's crestfallen face
slipped into his mind, to be replaced by a laughing one. Gryffindors did
not really care about their grades. They valued their bodies over their
brains.

Severus moved on to the next paper, reaching this time for an essay by a
Slytherin. This was a second year as well, but the writing was better,
more cohesive. Though the child's opinions were misguided, her arguments
were strong. He gave her an A, acceptable, picked up a Hufflepuff paper.
Well-worked over but simple, he thought. He also gave it an A.

His eyes looked longingly at the Ravenclaw essays he had already graded.
E's and O's abounded there, where the writing was well thought of and
creative. Most of the papers leftover were Gryffindors or Hufflepuff.
Though there might be a good piece among them the journey to that essay
would be a swamp of misused English and not-so-funny fillers.

Hogwarts professors unanimously loathed grading, but grading Gryffindor
was the worst. Even Minerva McGonagall, head of Gryffindor House, had to
admit that, though she would always add on that at least her students
didn't all cheat with a side look at Severus.

Severus always felt that the other professors did not trust him. He
remembered when Dumbledore had first proposed he be made a teacher at
Hogwarts. The uproar among the staff had been crushing. No one wanted a
deserting death eater around unarmed children. Minerva McGonagall had
been the most vehement against him, insisting that the dark lord had
planted him in the school as a spy. Dumbledore had not listened to her
and had vouched in everyway for Severus character, but even now, five
years later, Severus felt out of place in the staff room.

Severus was flipping through another Gryffindor essay when there was a
tap of the door. He stayed silent, but the knock came again and again.

"Come in," Severus said reluctantly.

Minerva McGonagall walked in. Her lips were set in a line, but there was
a curious light in her eyes. Severus put his quill down.

"You wrote to me about Harry Potter," she said.

Severus nodded.

"Why?" she said.

"I wanted to know what he was like."

She closed the door behind her. The trailing sleeves of her green robes
brushed against the iron doorknob as she fastened the latch. She turned
back to him, her hands fidgeting.

"What do you want with the boy?" Minerva said.

"I wanted to know what he was like," Severus repeated coolly.

"Haven't you caused him enough trouble already?"

"I wish to amend some of that damage," Severus said.

"How?" She stepped forward, staring hard.

Severus didn't reply.

"You know they've been questioning former death eaters," Minerva said.

He could feel her eyes on him. She was gauging his reaction. He gave her
none.

"No, I didn't," he said.

"The authorities haven't inquired into you at all?"

"Not that I know of."

"Both Malfoy and Goyle were interrogated by the Ministry."

"I'm surprised," said Severus. "Lucius usually knows how to quickly
clear his name."

He wasn't prepared, Severus thought, Lucius must be innocent then.
Macnair may have acted alone.

"I was a bit surprised about that…and not you…"

"Yes. It must be disappointing."

Minerva went red, and she stepped back towards the door.

"Severus," she said. "I know I may have seemed cold to you in the past,
but I'm not your enemy. I don't want to see your downfall."

"Not enemies, but not friends," Severus said. "You just don't want a
wizard as powerful as I on the other side."

"Are you on the other side?"

"Would I tell you if I were?"

"No."

"Then don't ask stupid questions," Severus said. "Tell me about Harry."

He picked up the essay again, gave it a brief glance over, and penned
another P. He took the next parchment from the Gryffindor stack.

Minerva hesitated.

"It can't hurt me to know," Severus said. "The reporters will bombard
him soon enough. Write him up several different ways. I want to know
your opinion. I respect it."

"He's a boy," Minerva said. "Just a boy."

"Is he more like Lily or James?"

"Neither really," Minerva said. "He actually reminds me a little of you
when you were young."

"What do you mean?" Severus said. His pen had lurched to the side mid
stroke. A paper he had meant to give an A to would now receive an E.

"He's excited about this new world he's entered, his new identity, but
he's timid, untrusting."

"I'm sure he'll get over that quickly," Severus said. "With parents as
he had."

"I hope so," Minerva said. "He has been put through a lot in his short
life, poor dear."

"It will prepare him for the rest of it."

"Oh, Severus," Minerva said. "Why must you be so cynical? Can't he have
a happy life?"

"This conversation is pointless," Severus said with an exasperated sigh.
"Why are you really here? What do you want?"

Minerva pulled up a chair. "How are you doing?"

"What?" Severus said.

"Lately you've been very distracted," Minerva said. "Last staff meeting,
you didn't say word, only looked out the window, as if you were far
away."

"Nothing happens at meetings," Severus said. "You're looking for trouble
where there is none."

"Are you sure?" Minerva said. "What about that flare up with Rubeus?"

"Hagrid is an imbecile."

"He wasn't even talking to you," Minerva said.

"He was talking about me," Severus said. "'There was never a wizard who
went over to the dark side who came back'. How would he know?"

"He was talking about Malfoy," Minerva said with an exasperated sigh.
"And he doesn't always think before he speaks."

"You mean never."

"I mean," Minerva said, "that there was no reason for you to blow up at
him like that. Are you going to be shouting at students when they come
back from the holidays? You need to learn to control your temper. I know
something is bothering you—I'd like if you told me about it, so I could
help—but as a teacher at this school it is your duty to keep order. Do
you understand?"

Severus stared ahead of him at the stony walls. Her hand touched his
shoulder, but he pulled away and stood up. He opened his mouth to speak
but then closed it again.

"What is it, Severus?" she said gently. "What is wrong?"

She was up against his shoulder, touching his arm. He wanted to lean
back into her arms, let her mother him, but he was too old to cry, and
she would not know how to comfort him.

"Minerva," he said slowly. "I think I'm going to get married."



13. Petunia 5
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Petunia stirred the soup on the stove. Molly had left her in charge of
it, as she had run off to find out about an explosion upstairs. The
Burrow was driving Petunia mad. It was so loud and crowded with children
running and screaming every which way. Harry was adjusting to it though,
slowly, and so was to Petunia's chagrin, Dudley, who seemed especially
fond of Exploding Snap. Petunia had given up on trying to make her son
see that this world was not their own. He said that he liked it a whole
lot better, and she guessed that was good, because she could not think
of a way out.

It had been three weeks, since Petunia had last seen Privet Drive. She
had decided not to feel sorry for Harry. After all, he seemed happier
here than she was. Nor did she blame herself for what had happened. That
stage of grief was over, and her mind had turned back to wizards as the
enemy. Marriage to anyone now, especially someone like Snape, seemed
utterly wrong. Yet, anything would be better than staying in the Burrow
indefinitely, and Petunia knew she had to make up her mind. There were
two options she could see: one, to completely refuse and get forced into
a union, or two, to agree to the union on a list of terms. She was
starting to favor the latter.

Molly came back, wiping her hands on her already dirty, yellow apron.

"They were brewing a potion in the bathtub," she said, her voice rather
hoarse from shouting. "The bathtub! Said that there cauldron wasn't big
enough!"

She shook her head and took the spoon from Petunia.

"I don't mind," Petunia said. It was actually welcome to have something
useful to do.

"Really? No? Good." Molly smiled and handed the spoon back over. "Then
I'll get to work on a salad. Gracious, those boys."

"I don't understand how you can put up with them all," Petunia said.

"Oh, believe me, it isn't easy," Molly said. She was waving her wand
every which causing several vegetables to be sliced at once by
self-moving knives.

"Did you ever think of having…not so many?" Petunia stammered.

"Well," Molly said sharply, "I didn't plan on all of them, but I'm glad
I have them. They're all special in their own way. You know Bill got
made got prefect? And Charlie's the captain of Gryffindor's Quiddich
team, and Percy—he's so smart and well behaved. The twins are raucous,
but they're so creative—"

Molly's speech of motherly pride was cut off by another large bang, and
she went scurrying off to find what it was, leaving Petunia alone in the
kitchen. Petunia looked at the knives, which had stopped cutting and now
lay splayed out on the cutting boards. There was the option of death she
realized. She could cut her throat and ruin Dumbledore's plans, but
where would that leave Dudley? Without parents, alone in a strange
world. No, suicide was not the answer.

I need something to write on, Petunia thought. The soup was boiling,
and Molly was coming back in.

"Ron fell off his bed," Molly said. She waved her wand and the tomatoes,
radishes, lettuce, cucumbers, and slivered carrots all flew up in the
air and landed in a glass bowel. With another wand wave, the boards
washed up and put themselves away. Petunia looked on with envy and
disgust.

How little these wizards and witches do on their own, she thought,
they must be extremely lazy.

"So, has Dumbledore written to you since you came here?" said Molly.

Petunia shook her head. She looked at the food on the table.

"I'm not hungry," she said.

"Of course, you are," Molly said. "Sit down and eat. I've got to get the
children rounded up."

"I'm really not hungry."

"You're hardly more than skin and bones," Molly said. "You have to eat."

"My stomach hurts," Petunia said. "If I eat, I think I'll be sick."

Molly opened then shut her mouth.

"Why don't you go lie down?" she said.

"All right," Petunia said. She moved towards the door then stopped.
"Could I have something to write on?"

"Of course," Molly said. She brought Petunia to the sitting room and
opened a drawer of an old oak desk, out of it she drew a piece of
parchment, a quill, and a small bottle of ink. "Do you need anything
else?"

"No," Petunia said. "Thank you."

Petunia sat down at the desk.

"Are you sure I can't get you anything?" Molly said. "Some tea perhaps?"

"No," Petunia said. "That's all right."

But Molly had crossed the room to take a shawl from the back of a
sagging armchair. Molly put the shawl around Petunia's shoulders and
smiled, patting Petunia's arm. "I'll make you some tea."

Petunia frowned and straightened up in her chair. She watched Molly's
back until she had gone back into the kitchen then Petunia opened the
bottle of ink. Its strong scent filled her nostrils, and her mind
swiveled back to the first and only other time she had used a quill.



It was around Christmas. Lily was in her second year at Hogwarts, and
she had brought home a variety of quills to show off to her family. Lily
was perpetually bringing things home and dancing them before Petunia's
eyes, a small glimpse at a world Petunia could never know.

"See," Lily said as she laid the quills out on the kitchen table. "This
is a quill made from a goose feather, very common, and this is a swan
feather, more expensive. These are eagle, raven, and hawk feathers, and
this one over here is from a sea gull."

"Oh, they're very nice," her father said, bending over her to get a
better look at them. "Which do you like best?"

"Well, goose is good for everyday writing," Lily said. 'Swan feathers
are better for large lettering though."

"Why do you need rubbish quills?" Petunia said, looking up from her
pre-algebra homework. "Haven't you freaks invented the pen yet?"

"Petunia," her mother said, shooting her warning look.

"I'm sure we could have pens if we wanted too," Lily said. "Only quills
are so much nicer."

"They look like they'd make a large mess," Petunia said.

"Only if you don't know how to use them."

"They smell."

"They do not!" Lily snapped back.

"Right," Petunia said. "That must be you."

"Petunia," her mother said. "Go to your room now."

"Why?"

"Go!" her mother shouted. Petunia slammed her math book shut and ran up
the stairs. She fell onto her bed and gave in to tears and defeat.

Later that week, though, when Lily was out playing with the Snape boy,
Petunia crept into her sister's bedroom and found the quills. She wrote
her name, Petunia Annalise Evans, wobbly across a piece of old notebook
paper. After it, she wrote the one word that best defined her—muggle.

Lily had never found out. Petunia was very good at cleaning up her
evidence. She was also brilliant at remembering when she was not trying
with all her heart to forget.



Petunia lifted up her quill, the feather of a raven. The inks dripped
off the end, so she wiped it against the side of the bottle. Her hands
were trembling, so she paused to steady them before starting.

Terms of Matrimony


	



Petunia stared at what she had written. Once, she had started it was
supposed to be easier. Her teachers had always told her that. The first
word is the hardest, but she did not even know if her wishes would be
taken seriously.

Something furry brushed her hand. Petunia looked down and screamed. A
fat, grey rat was making its way across the desk towards the windowsill.
He was moving slowly, swaying slightly from side to side, his whiskers
twitching. His black, beady eyes focused on the sunlight coming in from
the window.

Petunia lifted up the parchment to hit him with it but was stopped by a
boy's cry.

"Please, don't! I'm sorry he frightened you. I'm very sorry. He doesn't
know he's scary."

Petunia turned to the see the boy. He was the one looked like a
miniature Arthur: tall and thin with blue eyes, horn rimmed glasses and
flaming red hair. Percy set down a cup and saucer and picked up the rat.

"Scabbers is very tame," Percy said. "See."

He put the rat on his shoulder, and Scabbers stayed there, peering at
Petunia with curious eyes. "He didn't mean to scare you, honest."

"I'm sure he didn't," Petunia said, catching her breath.

"Mother made you tea," Percy said, nodding toward the cup and saucer.

"Yes, thank you." Her eyes still fixed on the rat.

"Scabbers won't harm you. You can pet him if you like."

"I'd rather not." She looked back down at the parchment.

"Why don't you go take a nap upstairs?" Percy whispered to Scabbers as
he set him down. The rat waddled off in the general direction of the
stairwell. Percy turned back to Petunia. "What are you writing?"

"A marriage contract."

"Why?"

"I thought it would be fun," she said with a faint laugh. Perhaps he
will think I am deranged, she thought, and leave me alone.

"Ah," Percy said, not sounding in the least deterred. 'Do you need help?
I've looked at a lot of legal documents—my father's got a job in the
Ministry—so I have an idea of how to write them."

He looked at the parchment. "You should probably start over. The letters
are rather smudged. It looks unprofessional."

Percy opened the desk drawer and pulled out another piece of parchment.

"Here," he said smiling at her.

"Thank you," Petunia said. "You know, you're a rather nice boy."

Percy beamed.

"Now down to business," he said pulling up a chair beside her. "What
would you like it to say?"

"I'd like it to say," Petunia said. "That both people involved must
treat each other…decently."

"That's not a problem," Percy said. He wrote:

Terms of Matrimony

1. Both partners must respect one another and treat each other with
civility.

His letters were clean and sharp.

"Is that good?" Percy said. He looked up at Petunia with eyes determined
to please. Petunia felt her heart move inside her. The boy reminded her
of herself at ten, before she had learned that no matter how hard she
tried she would never make her parents happy.

"It's excellent," she told Percy.

"What else shall we write?" he said eagerly.

"Trust, trust has to be in there, honesty," she said.

Percy wrote:

2. Both partners will endeavor to trust each other and be as honest and
open about their thoughts and opinions as possible.

It looked easy enough. Petunia took the quill from him and jotted:

3. Partners will not threaten their partner to get their way.

4. Neither will they resort to bribery or manipulation.

5. Partners will each discuss their point of view of an argument,
before any final decision is made.

6. Decisions, especially ones of import, must be agreed on by both
partners. (Examples: where the couple lives, how to use their budget,
etc.)

7. Partners must respect each other's space, and their need to be alone
at times.

Petunia paused then remembering Snape and his greasy hair and grimy
clothes she wrote:

8. Both partners must work hard to keep themselves and their living
space clean and sanitary.

She stopped and looked back over what she had written. She would write
neater later. The rules themselves seemed business like enough.

"You put a lot of effort into your games," Percy said. "I'm impressed.
Please continue."

'I don't know what else to write," she said.

"Well," Percy said. "What about the romantic relationship?"

Petunia picked her pen up quickly.

9. Partners will remain in a platonic relationship unless both partners
agree to become more intimate.

10. Partners are never, under any circumstance, allowed to use a love
potion or spell on each other.

"Under any circumstance?" Percy said. "Even if it would save the other's
life?"

"Never," Petunia said. She would rather die than fall in love with
Severus Snape, even if it were temporary. She wrote on:

11. Nor is a partner allowed to use magic to control his partner.

12. There will be monthly meetings to discuss the state of life and
improvements that could be made.

"What about financial issues?" Percy asked.

Petunia wrote:

13. Partners will support each other financially and otherwise.
Partners are not allowed to let the other die, if it can be prevented.

14. A child or children of a partner will also be supported in such a
way.

"I think that clear things up," Petunia said.

"You should have one more," Percy said. "There should at least be
fifteen."

"Fine," Petunia said.

15. During the course of the marriage, neither partner is allowed to
have an extramarital affair.

"There's fifteen for you," Petunia said.

"That was fun," Percy said, getting up from his chair. "You make
interesting games. I'm going to go eat lunch now, but I'll talk to you
later, okay?"

"Okay," Petunia said. She watched him walk away then turned her
attention to her quill. It needed cleaning. When she got up, she noticed
Scabbers lurking in the shadows. He had not left the room at all. Not
that she expected a rat to listen to a boy, but he seemed to be eyeing
her, and that made her nervous. She quickly escaped to the kitchen to
wash the quill. The next day, she sent out a letter to Dumbledore
including her terms of matrimony.



14. Severus 4

A golden sunset was pouring out over Hogwarts. Severus stood at the door
listening. Dumbledore had summoned him to his office, but there was an
argument going on in there that Severus had no intention of
interrupting.

"Albus, I wish you'd be reasonable." It was Minerva, her voice more
cross than usual.

"I am being reasonable, perfectly reasonable." Dumbledore sounded tired.

"Reasonable? Forcing a poor, feckless muggle widow to marry, well…"

"Yes?" Dumbledore said.

"Snape," Minerva said, her voice dropping to a whisper.

Severus smirked. His name was insult enough. Over the years, he had
learned to put up with dislike and loathing. There was a certain power
in it. You no longer had to please.

"Read this," Albus said. "Does it look like something written by a poor,
feckless widow?"

The rustle of paper was the only sound for a while. The quiet went on so
long that Severus considered knocking. His curiosity was inflamed
wondering if Petunia could possibly write something that would change
the mind of Minerva McGonagall. Finally, though the silence was broken.

"So, she has agreed to the marriage," Minerva said with a sigh.

"Of course, she has," Dumbledore said. "She's a reasonable woman,
understands the importance of protecting her nephew."

"I want Harry Potter to be safe as much as you do. I just don't
understand how Snape fits in. Why couldn't Petunia come and live with
me? I would care for Harry like he were my own son."

The corridor outside Dumbledore's office was getting steadily darker.
The sun kept on slipping lower in the sky. Severus breathed steadily
through his nose. He could smell pork roast drifting out from under the
doorway and remembered it was dinnertime. He realized that he had not
eaten since mid-morning and desperately hoped that his stomach would not
start growling.

"I am sure you would, Minerva."

"Snape doesn't even want the boy! It would be like casting pearls before
swine, giving Harry to him like that."

Severus mentally agreed. Not that he thought Harry was anything like a
pearl, but he did not want him. Though Severus had never met the boy, he
was sure Harry would be like his father, James. A spoilt, arrogant, risk
prone child who would demand attention every moment, if he even liked
Severus, which was unlikely.

"Minerva, quiet, this is all supposed to be taking place in secret, so
no shouting. And please, don't cry. Here's a handkerchief. I know this
is hard, but I promise you it's for the best."

They were speaking more softly now, and Severus had to press his ear
against the door to make out what they were saying. He wondered why
Dumbledore had not put up a silencing charm if this was suppose to be so
secret. Though he often suspected that the headmaster was growing senile
and careless.

"How can it be, Albus? You're pushing the boy right at the people who
wanted him dead. If not Snape, people he knows."

So, Minerva really did not trust him. Severus jotted this down in his
mental strategy book under Allies. It was good to know if your friends
trusted you or not. He had not known many who had. It was against human
nature to trust a spy.

"Let's not be too hasty in our accusations," Dumbledore was saying,
"Severus has served me faithfully for five years. He risked his life
many times over to turn aside from Voldemort and join us. I have utmost
trust in him."

Severus felt his heart clench. Was Dumbledore speaking the truth or was
he just saying this to make Minerva go along with his schemes? Yet, it
would not make sense for Dumbledore to entrust someone as "special" as
Harry Potter to Severus if he did not truly trust him.

"I know you do," Minerva said, "but at times, I fear you are too soft.
That you make so much of an effort to see the good in everyone that you
forget there is also bad. Humans are inherently evil. We are driven by
our self-interests. How can we be sure that Snape will be able to
protect Harry if You-Know-Who does return? You-Know-Who will seek his
servants first, and under threat of torment, why wouldn't Snape turn the
boy over? He loathed his father."

Minerva's voice was growing clearer. She was pacing and had moved closer
to the door. Severus stepped to the side in the case the door opened.

"Yes," Dumbledore said, "but he loved his mother. Severus has been lead
long on a crooked path, but he has turned from it and has done his best
to straighten out other roadways as well. He is a skilled and powerful
wizard, and he can teach Harry how to guard himself from all enemies."

Love and Loathing churned Severus's heart. He should be grateful for
every kind word Dumbledore spoke of him. ADumbledore was the only man
alive who was keeping from him Azkaban or unemployment, but he was also
the man careless enough to let Lily die. Dumbledore was the God of
Severus's world and like all gods he was to be feared, worshipped, and
blamed.

"I don't know," Minerva said sucking in her breath, "I just don't know."

"Severus's siding with Harry will also confuse the Death Eaters,"
Dumbledore persisted, "At the moment, they do not know if they should
attack Harry or not. By having Severus, who was considered by many to be
Voldemort's most faithful servant, step in and adopt the child, we grant
the him safety."

"Perhaps, but I still don't know if it's right."

"It can be very hard sometimes to decide if something is morally wrong
or right," said Dumbledore. "but, Minerva, I need you on my side. I have
already set out on this plan, and I can't see a way to step back without
showing myself weak."

Severus waited breathless. There was silence, complete and utter
silence. It worried him. Perhaps, the quarrelers had realized that they
were being overheard. Severus took a step back then turned round and
walked quietly in the direction of the stairwell. He heard the door
creak open and broke into a run, his black robes billowing out behind
him. He thought he heard his name being called but he did not turn. He
kept running until he was out on the grounds. From there, he snuck out
past the gates and apparated.

In a moment, he was standing outside the Malfoy Manor in Witshire,
England. He had no idea why he was there. Only it was the first place to
come to mind. He looked at the high, iron wrought gates, raised his wand
and passed through. He was now standing on a gravel walk that went
through an immaculately manicured lawn and on toward the manor house
There was a fog about the place, and Severus was eager to get inside,
away from the chill and the questioning eyes of a Persian cat staring
out from a cherry tree.

It was then that Severus noticed Lucius standing by the door of his
home. Severus was not certain if Lucius had just come out or if he had
been standing a while unnoticed, for Lucius blended in with the fog. He
was wearing a robe of pale silver and his white blond fell softly over
his shoulders. Only his cold grey eyes glittered out from the mist.

"What are you doing here?" Lucius said sharply.

"I need a cigarette," Severus replied.

Lucius surveyed Severus's face then jerked his head towards the door.

"Come in," he said.
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Lucius led Severus through a hall into one of the front rooms. It was
small, square in shape, and looked out over the garden. The room was
papered in green and gold. It had comfortable couches, large windows, a
couple bookshelves, and a fireplace. Lucius clapped his hands. On the
mantle, a cluster of candles lit themselves. Lucius sat down on an
antique armchair and looked Severus over with veiled eyes.

"Were you given any trouble?" he asked.

Severus shook his head.

"Sit down," Lucius said, waving his hand towards a couch. He opened a
drawer next to him and took out a box of expensive looking cigarettes.
He sniffed one then handed it to Severus with smile. "Top quality."

"Of course," Severus said. He took it, and Lucius lit it for him.
Severus breathed in the

smoke as a drowning man would take in air. A feeling of relief poured
over him. It had been a long time since he had last smoked, years in
fact.

"You have been well?" Lucius said. He folded one leg over the other. The
end of his cigarette burnt faintly in the dark room.

"Busy, grading papers, the like."

"That's not what you came about though."

"No," Severus said. He leaned back against the couch. "There is
something I'm going to do. It may seem radical."

"Wait a moment," Lucius said. He got up and went to the door. He looked
out into the hall then closed the door and walked back. "Continue."

"It's about Potter," Severus said.

"You weren't involved?"

"In the murder, no."

"Neither was I," Lucius said, sitting down. "It was messy. I don't like
messes."

He put his cigarette down in a blue porcelain ashtray, wiped the ash
from his long, white fingers.

"Yes," Severus said. "But it did present an opportunity."

Lucius raised an eyebrow.

"A way of getting to the boy," Severus said.

"How?"

"I intend to marry his widow aunt."

Lucius started. "A muggle?"

"Some of us need to make sacrifices so that others may benefit."

Lucius got up and paced the room. When he turned back, Severus was still
calmly smoking, watching him with black eyes.

"You're joking."

"No."

"Severus, Severus!" Lucius shook his head. "Sometimes I don't know what
to think of you. What about Dumbledore? What would he think? And the
dark lord if he returned?"

"There are always risks," Severus said. He puffed out, sending smoke
into the already smoky room. "But I do know this. Dumbledore trusts me
completely."

"You should wait."

"If I wait this chance may very well pass, but if I reach out and take
it, I could have the boy in the palm of my hand."

Severus set his half smoked cigarette down near Lucius's in the ashtray.

"Well, you seem unwavering," Lucius said. "Why did you come to me?"

"Because you are my oldest and dearest friend. I wanted you to know, and
I wanted to ask you questions."

"Questions?"

"Yes." Severus said. He tilted his head to get a better look at the
family portrait that sat on the mantle. It was a wizarding photograph
taken a few years ago. Draco was sitting on his mother's lap yawning.
Lucius had an arm around Narcissa. He was telling her something. She
laughed and turned bashfully towards the camera.

"How do you find family life?" Severus asked. "What is it like raising a
son? Harry and Draco are the same age. I thought you would have some
idea about what to expect."

Lucius laughed. "Oh, is that what you came about? Not nervous about the
life and death aspects, only the fact that you'll have to play father."

Severus shrugged. "I have more experience with death than children."

"Incorrect. You are a teacher. You deal with children all the time."

"Yes, and you know how much I love that."

"Love it or not. It's something. Though in this case you will be dealing
with a younger child. You'll have to be patient with him. He will ask
you all sorts of questions, smart ones, stupid ones, he won't know the
difference. He'll want to know things about you. He'll probe, and he
won't mean any harm by it, but you'll be aggravated. You'll have to be
gentle with him though, otherwise later he'll resent you. You have to be
kind."

"I don't know how to be kind," Severus said.

Lucius sat next to him on the couch and wrapped an arm around his
shoulder. Severus stiffened but then allowed himself to relax. Lucius
rubbed his arm.

"Remember when we first met?" he whispered in his ear.

"Yes."

"Remember how I congratulated you for getting into Slytherin? How I
showed you around the common room and helped you get to your classes?
How when you were crying because your one friend in the world had gotten
sorted into Gryffindor, I held your hand until you stopped? How I
introduced you to my friends and helped you to adjust to Hogwarts and
the wizarding world? How I told the others not to make fun of your
clothes or your street accent, do you remember that?"

"Yes."

"That was kindness," Lucius said. "It was partially prefect duty. I took
that seriously, but I went further. I worked to make you happy."

Yes, Severus thought, You were kind to me, but your kindness led me
to my fall.

"That's what you are going to have to do for Harry," Lucius concluded.

"Thank you for that advice," Severus said, standing up. "I'll try to
make use of it."

"You are going already? But Narcissa would love to see you. We haven't
had much company lately. All our Christmas and New Year parties were
canceled because of the murder. We didn't want our celebrations to be
misinterpreted. Then there were those interviews with the Aurors. Well,
things just haven't been very pleasant lately."

"How is Draco taking it?" Severus asked, pausing in the doorway.

"Not well, actually. I asked if he would donate half his Christmas
presents to the Potter boy because he had just had a great loss. Draco
did agree to it eventually, but he wasn't thrilled."

"Well, he's six. That's not surprising."

"So you'll stay, and say some word of comfort? He hasn't gone to bed
yet. He's just had supper. He's probably in his room."

"I wouldn't want to disturb him. I'll call another time and bring him
something."

"Well, all right then. It is probably best if we don't meet for a while
yet. The Ministry has many eyes. Take care, Severus."

"Take care."

They walked quietly through the hall and out the door into the garden.
Night enveloped the sky, and the wind had picked up.

"Good night," Severus said. He made his way back down the gravel pathway
and through the iron gates. He apparated to Hogsmeade, stopped at
Hogshead for dinner, then made his way back to Hogwarts by light of his
wand. Upon arriving, he went directly to Dumbledore's office and walked
in without knocking. Dumbledore was sitting low in his chair, adrift in
thought. When Severus entered, he looked up though and smiled.

"I'd been wondering where you had gone," Dumbledore said.

Severus nodded but said nothing.

"Did you see this?" Dumbledore held out an envelope

Severus snatched it from him. It was a bulky envelope with a nervous
script across its front. To Albus Dumbledore, From Petunia Evans
Dursley.

"It's for you," Severus said.

"Yes, but there's something inside you might like to look over."

Severus pulled the sides of the envelope apart and let the contents fall
on the desk. A piece of paper caught his eye. More neatly written than
the letter was what appeared to be a set of rules. He read over them
quickly, sneering at a few but not stopping until he had finished.

"So what are these?" he said. "Rules for an idealistic marriage she dug
out of her childhood dream box?"

"I thought most of them made sense," Dumbledore said. He was stacking up
papers and straightening them, placing them in a large binder.

"Both partners must be honest and open?" Severus said. "Since when has
she been open with me?"

"She probably wants to start over." Dumbledore closed a giant rule book.

"Well, how does that work with my mission? Do I have to tell Petunia
everything? Because I wouldn't, I won't. I don't trust her. Meaning no
offense, I trust no one, but these rules are unreasonable. I have to ask
her before I spend my money, even though I'm the one working for it.
That isn't fair. And what are these even here for? What if I break a
rule, is the marriage over, simple as that?"

"I think it's more like guidelines." Dumbledore picked up the binder and
rule book and walked them over to a bookcase. He put them with other
large books on the bottom shelf.

"Guidelines? What do you do with guidelines?"

"You try to fit inside of them. If you can't, you adjust them, but try
to consider what Petunia is going through right now." Dumbledore
rearranged a few books on the upper selves and adjusted the frame of one
of the hanging portraits that had started falling to the left.

"I have considered it. But really, she says here that neither partner is
allowed to bribe or manipulate another. She's more likely to do that
than I am, but even so there are different ways to interpret that. She
could say I broke the rule when I didn't. I still don't see what these
are for."

"Petunia is scared. She is trying to gain some sense of control. She
needs to know that she and her son are safe." Dumbledore took a feather
duster from the wall and brushed off his desk. He put the duster back in
place, turned the wall lamp off.

"Safe?" Severus sneered. "No one is safe. We just trick ourselves into
thinking we are."

"Yes, yes, of course. I'm going to bed. You better get some sleep too.
The wedding is tomorrow." Dumbledore blew out the candles on his desk
and walked out, leaving Severus in the dark.
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Harry was shocked when he realized he was to leave The Burrow. The
Weasleys had been so friendly to him that it already seemed like home,
but Aunt Petunia told him that they were going to the school and onward
from there to somewhere else. She said this a night before they had to
go, but she did not say why. Grown ups never explained things. They just
expected you to obey. Now Harry feared that everything would go back to
the way it had been before. He would be thrown back under the stairs and
forgotten again. Harry would not let that happen.

Once his aunt was asleep, Harry packed his few belongings and some food
in a pillowcase and scribbled a little note:

To the Weislees: Thanks for being nice. I have to go.

Then he picked up his pillowcase knapsack and walked out the door. The
night was bitterly cold. For a moment Harry thought about going back in,
but having resolved to do something, Harry was slow to change his head.
So, he went back inside, stole Dudley's coat, and plunged back out into
the winter air. The only good thing that could be said was that there
was no snow, which made walking easier. Harry hoisted his sack high on
his shoulder and broke into a run. His speed kept him warm for a while,
but then he started to get tired. A light in a window drew him in.
Cautiously, he approached the dark, cylindrical house. He knocked on the
door.

It was opened by a small blond girl, who gave a shriek of delight upon
seeing him. Seizing Harry's hand, she dragged him into a perfectly
circular kitchen. The stoves and cupboards seemed to be carved into the
walls, and a spiral staircase rested in the middle of the room.

"I'm so glad you came!" she said. "We've been waiting for quite some
time now. You look rather cold. Mummy and Daddy will be so pleased to
see you. What's the matter? You look confused."

She stood very still, staring at him with large protuberant grey eyes.

"How did you know I was coming?" Harry asked.

"Oh, I didn't know that you were coming," the girl replied, "But I
knew someone would, eventually."

"What do you mean?"

"Why, I thought you would know!" the girl laughed. "You are our first
visitor after the New Year, you're going to bring us luck."

She tugged on Harry's hand again, pulling him across the room and
setting him down on a purple chair near a rainbow coloured table. "I
think Mummy's gone to bed already, but Daddy should still be up. Do you
like peppermints? They're good for the breath. That's what Mummy says.
It's a shame you aren't taller."

Harry's face went red. "You're not very tall yourself," he said.

"I know," said the girl. "But tall men are supposed to bring more
luck…or something like that. You have nice hair though. It's so dark and
wild." She patted his spiky hair with one of her little hands. "What
your name?"

"I'm Harry," Harry said.

"You're name is Harry and your hair!" She had to hug herself she was
giggling so hard.

"I think I'll go," Harry said annoyed.

"Oh, don't," the girl said, suddenly serious. "Dad will come down and
make us some cocoa, and then you can tell us about yourself, and we can
sing."

Harry looked doubtful.

"Please," the girl pleaded, clasping his hands. "We also have cake."

"I guess I could stay a while."

"Good!" Luna said. She skipped off to the foot of the stairs. "Daddy!
Daddy! We have a visitor!"

She turned back to Harry. "I'm Luna by the way, Luna Lovegood."

Luna held out her hand, and Harry shook it. Then she gave a small
curtsy, and Harry, not knowing what else to do, bowed. Luna smiled. She
was a pretty girl, strange but pretty. Slender and pale, she was dressed
in an ankle length silver nightgown sprinkled with pastel planets and
stars.

"I was named after the moon," Luna said.

"That's nice," Harry said.

"You don't talk much, do you?"

"People don't like to hear me."

"I do," Luna said. "I think you have a nice voice."

Harry blushed and stammered out "thank you".

Just then a strange looking man came winding his way down the spiral
staircase. He was tall with shaggy, shoulder length hair. He was wearing
a teal green bathrobe with large magenta dots and a pair of indigo
slippers. If he were alone, Harry would have been scared of him, but
seeing Luna's face light up, he forgot to be frightened.

"Daddy," Luna said. "This is Harry. Harry this is my Daddy." She beamed
up at her father. "He's the first visitor."

"Very good, very good," Mr. Lovegood said. "Tell us, Harry, where do you
come from?"

"I don't know," Harry said.

"You don't know? Why that's astounding, marvellous! Do you have any
memories before this evening?"

Harry figured that Mr. Lovegood must be a madman. Grown ups were not
supposed to react like this. They were supposed to be worried, like the
lady who found him wondering in the mall, when he purposely got lost
from the Dursleys. She had been worried when he had told her that.

"Yes, I do," Harry said. "I came from the Burrow, if you have to know.
But I'm not going back, and I'm not going to the school either."

"You're not one of the Weasleys though," Mr. Lovegood said peering at
him closely.

"No, I'm not," Harry said. "I'm Harry Potter."

"Harry Potter!" Mr. Lovegood cried. "Not the boy who defeated—"

"No," Harry said. "Not that one. Harry and Potter are both common
names."

Mr. Lovegood pushed the messy bangs from Harry's forehead. "The scar. I
always know when people are lying."

"How?" Harry said.

"The thrundles tell me," Mr, Lovegood.

"What are those?"

"They're long black worms. They live under the floorboards. You can feel
them wiggling when someone tells a lie. It excites them. They think
liars are delicious."

Harry looked worriedly down at his feet. "I think I should go," he said
again.

"You will," Mr. Lovegood said. "In the morning. I'll take you to the
school myself."

"What school?"

"The school you mentioned earlier."

"I said I wasn't going there, and you don't even know what school I
was talking about."

"I can guess," Mr. Lovegood said.

"Guess," Harry challenged.

"Hogwarts."

"Why Hogwarts?"

"Guessed, but from your eyes I can see I was right. Why don't you want
to go?"

"I don't like school," Harry said. "Everyone hates me."

"Try coating your skin in honey," Mr. Lovegood said. "It's bound to
attract."

"I don't think it works like that," Harry said.

Mr. Lovegood smiled at him. "It can't hurt to try."

Harry did not answer. Mr. Lovegood made them all cocoa, and they drank
it and ate cake. Harry slept in Luna's room that night and woke early
the next morning to Luna shaking him.

"Daddy says you have to get up now," Luna said. "Breakfast is waiting
downstairs."

Harry was still dressed from last night, so he followed her down.
Breakfast was laid out on the rainbow coloured table. Mr. Lovegood was
smiling over his pile of bacon and strawberries. Sitting next to him was
a woman in a red bathrobe. She had light brown hair and inquisitive grey
eyes.

"Good morning, Harry," Mr. Lovegood said.

"Morning, sir," Harry replied.

"Morning, Harry," the woman said.

"That's my mum," Luna said, who was hopping beside Harry. "Isn't she
pretty?"

Harry nodded, continuing to stare around the strange kitchen now that it
was lighter. There were queer lamps in the shape of birds hanging from
the ceiling.

"Sit down," Luna told him. Harry sat down. Mr. Lovegood heaped his plate
with bacon, scones, steak, custard, and strawberries. Harry was only
able to eat about a quarter of it. All through breakfast, he was met
with questions from Mr. And Mrs. Lovegood. They seemed to want to become
experts on him.

"Is it all right if I put some of this down in my paper?" Mr. Lovegood
asked after breakfast.

"Sure," Harry said.

"Good," said Mr. Lovegood glowing. "I'll be sure to send you copy of the
Quibbler once I have it in print."

"Okay."

The Lovegoods smiled warmly at him. Mr. Lovegood helped Harry into
Dudley's coat, while Mrs. Lovegood got out a green hat and a black
scarf.

"We want you to stay warm," she said, wrapping the scarf around his
neck. She pulled it up over his nose, so between hat and scarf the only
thing visible of his face were his eyes.

"Does he really have to go already?" Luna asked.

"I'm afraid so, dear," Mrs. Lovegood said, straightening up.

Luna flung her arms around Harry. "Promise you'll visit?"

"I'll try," Harry said pulling away.

"Well, you're always welcome here," Mrs. Lovegood said.

"That's right," Mr. Lovegood said. "Come whenever you want."

"Thanks," Harry mumbled. He was still not sure if Mr. Lovegood was quite
sane, so he was sort of relieved when they left the house. He decided to
go along a bit with the man to tire him out and then make a dash when
they got to a more wooded area. These plans were foiled however when Mr.
Lovegood decided it would be quickest to Apparate. Harry's new plan was
to go along with Mr. Lovegood to the school and then leave. He could
walk to Hogsmeade and on from there.

They Apparated and landed with a crack on a snowy path. Harry looked
around for a place to run, but there was something off putting about the
woods there. The rising sun did not seem able to penetrate the grasping
trees.

"That's the Forbidden Forest," Mr. Lovegood said. "There are all sorts
of wondrous beasts there. Centaurs, werewolves, unicorns, flesh eating
moths. Would like to take a peek?"

"No thank you," Harry said quickly.

They walked on down the path. After awhile, Harry saw a castle behind a
pair of iron gates. It was beautiful, like something from a dream. Harry
could not tear his eyes from it.

Mr. Lovegood walked over to the gates and let out a piercing scream.
Harry cringed back.

Mr. Lovegood smiled back at him apologetically. "I'm sorry. I should
have warned you."

"What did you do that for?" Harry said.

"Quick way to get attention. Someone's bound to come."

Indeed, someone was coming. A figure in billowing black robes was
running towards them. Soon he was on the other side of the gates peering
out at them.

"What is this racket?" the stranger sneered. There were dark circles
under his black eyes, as if he had not slept that night.

"Just brought back a wandering lamb," Mr. Lovegood pleasantly. He pushed
Harry forward.

The stranger looked down at Harry then let out a gasp.

"Oh, my God," he said. "My God." He pressed his hand over his heart.

"Is something the matter?" Mr. Lovegood asked.

"Ghost," Severus said ignoring him and continuing to look in wonder at
Harry. "Go away. Please. I didn't mean to. I didn't want to. I didn't
know."

"I'm not a ghost," Harry said.

At his voice, the stranger seemed to calm a little.

"Who are you then?" he snapped.

"I'm Harry," Harry said. "Harry Potter."

"I see. I see." The stranger's hands were still trembling as he
unlatched the gate. "You had better come in. Your aunt has been
worried."

Harry sighed and stepped in. The stranger caught him by the arm.

"May I?" he said.

"What?"

The stranger did not reply. Carefully, he unwrapped the scarf from
Harry's face and stared at him.

"You look so much," the stranger said then stopped. He turned to Mr.
Lovegood. "Thank you for bringing him. You can go home now. You're not
needed. Come, Harry."
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Petunia had woken up midnight and gone to the kitchen for a glass of
water. When she came back, she noticed that Harry was missing from the
room. At first, she didn't think to worry. He had probably gone to the
bathroom. After a half an hour had gone by however and the boy still
hadn't showed up, her thoughts started to fly. Had the people who killed
Vernon come and stolen the boy? Or killed him and left him outside on
the doorstep? Or had Dumbledore taken him in the night?

Perhaps, Harry had gone to sleep with one of the boys upstairs. He had a
fondness for the older boy, Bill. Then another thought struck her.
Harry's reaction to her telling him they had to go away had been rather
intense. He had asked her 'why' repeatedly, and when she wouldn't say,
he had burst into tears and thrown himself head first onto his mattress.
This would have been normal for Dudley, but Harry was usually sneakier
in his retaliations.

Perhaps, the child had run away. He might be wondering lost on the
wintry night. Petunia's heart started pounding. She had already lost
Vernon. She wasn't going to lose Harry too.

She went and woke the Weasleys. After they searched the house, she and
Mr. Weasley went over the grounds outside, but they could not find him.
They went to the Diggory house, but he wasn't there. Mr. Weasley then
suggested they go back and see if Harry had returned to The Burrow.
Reluctantly, Petunia agreed. Harry hadn't returned, but there had been
word from the Lovegoods. Harry was at their house and would be brought
to the school the next morning.

When Petunia asked who the Lovegoods were, Mr. Weasleys replied that
they were benign eccentrics. This provided little comfort to Petunia,
who worried that they might accidentally explode the boy overnight. She
had heard about such things from the knowledgeable Charlie, who
apparently lived for danger.

Petunia decided that she would go to the school that night and wait
there for Harry, so Mr. Weasley brought her there. He asked if she
wanted him to stay, but she turned him down. She was given a small,
ground floor bedroom. She couldn't sleep, so she paced from door to
window, window to door. Dudley, who had come with her, sat on the bed,
trying to keep his eyes open.

"Mummy?" Dudley said.

"Yes, dear." Petunia said, digging her nails into her palms. Why hadn't
she been nicer to the boy? He was just a boy after all, six years old,
the same age as her Dudders.

"Is Harry going to die?"

"No, dear," Petunia said. And why should he? What gave the boy a right
to die after all the trouble he'd caused? Harry wasn't going to die
though. He was with freaks. He should be quite at home. She should stop
calling them that. They had rescued her. She promised that if Harry came
she would try to be nice to him. Try wasn't a very strong word. She
would be nice to him.

"So," Dudley said. "He's coming back?"

"Yes, dear, in the morning."

"Why are you worried then?"

Petunia smiled. "I, I don't know dear."

Dudley sighed. "I'm tired."

"Then go to sleep."

"I can't sleep with you pacing."

Petunia flinched. His tone of voice emulated Vernon's so closely.

"Sorry," she said. She sunk down onto the bed. Dudley lay back and
closed his eyes.

"Night," he said.

"Night," she replied hollowly.

Early the next morning, Petunia woke with start, not realizing she had
fallen asleep. She was still sitting. She looked down at Dudley, who was
sleeping soundly, a whimsical smile playing on his lips. She wondered
what he was dreaming of. She hardly remembered her dreams these days.

Petunia got up and looked at herself in an oval, wall mirror. She
straightened the wrinkles out of her dress and pushed her hair back
behind her ears. Then she bent and kissed Dudley and walked out of the
room. The corridor was dark and winding, and it took her some time to
find the Great Hall, where Dumbledore said they would meet in the
morning. No one was there yet, but it was still very early. The ceiling
above — or was it the sky? — showed a pale, yellow dawn. She sat down on
a bench that stood against one of the four long tables and thought.

This was where her sister had gone to school. Lily might have sat on
this very bench. This room was where the students had their meals.
Petunia couldn't be sure this was the bench Lily sat on though. Lily had
said that the students sat at their house table, and Petunia didn't know
which bench was which. She thought of getting up and sitting on all the
benches, but the idea was so silly and sentimental that Petunia quickly
pushed it aside.

A familiar voice disentangled her from her musings. It was Snape's, soft
and silky.

"This way, Harry," it said.

The man appeared at the entrance to the room, holding Harry's hand.
Instantly, Petunia was on her feet. She rushed across the floor and
pulled Harry into her arms.

"Are you all right?" she asked. She touched his cheeks. They were so
cold.

Harry stared at her in confusion. "Yes…I'm all right. Why?"

Petunia touched his neck and shoulders, cold also.

"You shouldn't have run off like that," she scolded.

"I don't want to go back. I don't want to live in the dark anymore."

"You won't. I promise you. Just don't do anything stupid like that
again."

Harry nodded and looked up at Snape, who stood by studying their faces.

"Done reuniting?" Snape asked with a slight sneer.

"I think so," Harry said. Petunia straightened up.

"Good," Snape said. "Then we'll turn our thoughts to more important
matters. Are you hungry, Harry?"

Harry shook his head. "I just ate."

"Very well then," Snape said. "Try and be a good boy and don't interrupt
us when we're talking. I want to get things done as quickly as possible,
and the last thing I need is the input of a six year old."

Petunia noticed that Snape's hands were trembling slightly. She could
not understand why, but he seemed nervous around the boy. Harry,
meanwhile, had sunk down on one of the benches. He hugged his knees and
buried his face between them.

"I read your terms over," Snape said. "Some were all right, but most
were frankly ridiculous."

"I'm sorry to hear that," Petunia said. "Because unless you comply with
them, I won't marry you."

"I have no desire to marry you."

"Good," Petunia said icily. She turned to Harry. "We can leave now." The
small boy did not move, just gave her a tired glance.

"Not so fast," Severus said, stepping in front of her. "I might not want
the marriage, but it would be most beneficial for your nephew. Harry
could stay here, learn to control his magic, and be surrounded by others
like himself. Also, he would be under my protection."

"Why don't you just adopt him then?"

"You know very well why, the blood protection."

Harry stared at them with wide eyes. "What's blood protection?"

"It means, you insipid fool, that your mother saved you by dying
herself, so as long as you remain with your aunt you are safe. Now stop
with your infernal questions. I told you to keep quiet."

"There's no need to speak to him like that," Petunia snapped.

"You've said worse," Snape said.

Petunia froze. How did he know that? She felt violated, as if a stranger
was turning out her underwear drawer. He could read her mind. He knew
what she had done, and what they were going through, and he didn't care.
She wanted to punch him. Her cheeks were burning, her hands clenched at
her sides.

"Well," Snape said, "You have. If it weren't the truth, you wouldn't be
so angry. He's a strong boy that one. Year after year, you've tried to
tear him down, but he's still standing. I doubt anything I say could
leave even the slightest impact."

Petunia stiffened. "Very well," she said, "Shall we continue on then
with these arrangements?"

"Gladly," Snape snarled. He threw her terms on the table. "I can't
promise to be honest and open. My line of work calls for utmost
secrecy."

"Fine," Petunia said coldly. "You can cross it off the list."

"Good," Snape said. He drew his wand and flicked it over the paper. The
rule simply disappeared. "What would you consider an affair?"

"What?" Petunia said.

"An affair. It says here we aren't allowed to have extramarital affairs.
What would you consider an affair? Because in my line of work I have to
get information from people and that sometimes leads to a certain degree
of closeness."

Petunia flushed. "It isn't decent. I'm used to respectability."

"I'm used to anything but," Snape replied.

"It stays on," Petunia said, folding her arms.

"Fine."

"I need to use the loo," Harry said suddenly.

Snape whirled on him. "Down the corridor, last left!" he snapped.

"Thank you," Harry said. He stalked from the room.

"Petunia," Snape said, looking back at the terms. "When have we ever
been civil to each other?"

"It's for the children," Petunia said. "It just wouldn't do for us to be
perpetually insulting each other in front of them. They need a stable
home, especially after what happened. Even I know that."

"So, we can insult each other when we're alone?"

"If that makes you happy."

Snape smirked. "Well, then, what happens when we break one of these
rules?"

"What do you mean?"

"Without penalty, rules are nothing. Why do you think we have prisons?"

"I suppose," Petunia said. "There should be something."

Her eyes searched the room for an answer. She looked at the corners and
that's when an idea sprang to mind.

"You'll have to stand in the corner," she said.

"What?"

"As punishment, one has to stand in the corner, silently, and think
about the things one has done."

"But that would be humiliating," Snape said.

"Precisely," Petunia said. "You wouldn't want it to happen, so you would
behave yourself. Otherwise, it wouldn't be punishment."

Snape stopped and stared at her. "I suppose you're right," he said.

Harry came walking back in. Quietly, he sat back down on the bench and
went back to hugging his knees, looking the room over with intense green
eyes.

"So," Snape said. "The marriage is going to take place in the afternoon.
An official from the ministry is going to come over to do the paper
work. There will be a small ceremony, and then we'll be married."

"Who'll be married?" Harry asked.

"Your aunt and I," Snape said.

Harry turned to Petunia. "You never said you were getting married?"

Petunia blushed and looked away. Harry stared after her, his eyes
accusing.

"It must have slipped her mind," Snape hissed.

"But I thought people had to wait," Harry said, "before they married
again."

"You have funny ideas, Harry Potter," Snape said. "That would be best
left unspoken."

Harry glared sulkily at Snape. "I don't think it's fair, for Uncle
Vernon."

"Did you like your uncle awfully much?"

"No."

"Was he a kind man?"

"No."

"Then why bother defending him? He's not here complaining, is he?"

"He's dead."

"Yes, well, good riddance."

"You're horrible," Harry said.

"Thank you," Snape said. "For your honesty. Now may we continue?"

Petunia looked fretfully at Harry. If he, who had few fond feelings of
Vernon, were angry about this marriage, how would Dudley take it? Would
he ever forgive her? Snape was talking about the arrangements but she
only heard snitches of it.

"We'll stay at my house for the time…" "Of course, the children will
need to be educated…" "If there's a lot of trouble, we might have to
leave the country…" "You'll have to readjust, I'll help you but it won't
be easy…" "Harry will need all the training he can get…"

It went on and on, and Petunia couldn't keep up. She felt so tired and
confused. She was relieved when Dumbledore came down and shut Snape up.
They had breakfast. Dudley came out for that. After breakfast, Petunia
had a nap, while Professor McGonagall kept an eye on the two boys. And
then in the afternoon, there was the marriage. Petunia and Snape had to
sign the papers. Some of the staff acted as witnesses. Then there was a
small ceremony, but it was nothing bizarre. The marriage was very
normal, no magical rites or anything. It all seemed to whisk by in
seconds, leaving Petunia struggling to keep in moment, say the right
line. She was so glad to get the wedding over that she smiled when she
was told she was now the wife of her childhood enemy. And then he kissed
her.
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Severus pulled away from the kiss. Petunia was looking at him in shock,
eyes wide and cheeks white.

"It's part of the ceremony," he mumbled. "Don't worry, we won't have to
do it again."

Her face went from pale to bright red.

"Of course," she said. She shifted from one leg to the other. "Is it
over then?"

"Yes," he whispered back. "We are now married."

The master of ceremony smiled weakly. "Congratulations," he said. He was
a tired looking man in black suit. He had left his a brown wool coat on
the peg near the door. Severus could tell that he was a squib. He
carried no wand and kept his head bent in Dumbledore's presence, as if
he were ashamed to be there so powerless near one so potent. Severus
also gathered that the master had had a long history with muggles. He
had a chosen a suit to make Petunia comfortable and wore it with ease.

"Thank you," Petunia replied. She took hold of Severus's arm, swaying.
Severus hoped she would not faint.

"Come this way," he said quickly. "There is food and drink downstairs."

The ceremony had taken place in Dumbledore's office. It had been short
and tidy, no complications, no protests. The whole set up was going well
so far. Of course that could change any minute. Petunia could decide she
was making a mistake and demand an annulment. Severus could not allow
that to happen. He dismissed the master of ceremonies with a curt nod
and left the rest in Dumbledore's capable hands.

He led Petunia down the stairs and into the staff room and sat her down
on one of chairs. He looked at a table and clapped his hands. Suddenly,
the table was full to bursting with crowned roast, ham, and chicken.
There were potatoes, asparagus, beets, carrots, cranberry sauce and
fresh baked bread and rolls. Meat pies and dumplings sat beside soufflés
and salads, and small bowls filled with peppermints marked the table
ends.

"Is there anything else you desire?" Severus said.

"Dudley," she said. "I want to see Dudley…and Harry. I couldn't eat
right now."

Severus sighed. She would be a hard person to please. "You should at
least try some of this champagne," he said. "It's from a good year."

He uncorked a bottle and poured the champagne into a wine glass, handed
it to Petunia.

"Thank you," she said blankly. She breathed in the scent of the
champagne before taking a sip. "You're right," she mumbled. "It is
good."

He nodded and filled his own glass. In silence, they drank until the
cuckoo clock called out five times. She lifted her face and met his
eyes. He did not turn away.

"Friends?" she asked in a whisper.

He stood up. He walked to the window. The evening was falling in strokes
of grey and violet.

"I'm sorry," she said. "I'm sorry for all those mean things I've said to
you over the years. I was a child."

"Why are you trying to be nice to me?" Severus said. He opened the
window, letting in the cold wind. "I'd rather you honestly hate me than
try this trick of kindness."

"It's not a trick," Petunia said. She stood up. "If we have to live
together, it would be nice if we could be friends."

"Why?" He turned back to her, his dark eyes searching her face.

"Because, because," Petunia began. "It would be nice," she ended lamely.
She followed his gaze out the window. It was drizzling. The rain was
forming wet patches on the snow.

"If it freezes tonight," Severus said. "Everything will be icy."

"I suppose," Petunia said. "But, Snape – "

"You can call me Severus," Severus said. "I'm your husband now. It would
seem strange if you called me by my last name."

"All right, Severus," Petunia said. "What I'm trying to say is how am I
suppose to live here with you, with these people like you and unlike me.
Will they…will they accept us, Dudley and me?"

"That all depends," Severus said.

"On what?"

"How adaptable you are, how much they like you, a number of factors."

"Won't it be dangerous?"

"Not as long as you are with me."

"And when you aren't?"

"I'll teach you ways to defend yourselves."

They broke off into silence again. She breathed in the room, the
assorted chairs and tables. One chair looked like it was carved from
driftwood while another was very small and plush purple. She wandered if
there was a child among the teachers or a dwarf. They had drwafs here,
didn't they? And there was a chair with a very high back. She wondered
if it were the headmaster's chair. It was gilded. It could be. Lily had
never mentioned the staff room. She had never been one for details like
that.

Severus was still trying to understand what exactly he had thrown
himself into. This woman with her vacant eyes and her trembling hands,
she was linked to him now. They had a contract. But did a piece of paper
and a ceremony really mean anything? He felt no different, except a bit
more frightened. The woman and the children would invade his house
tonight, take away his privacy, one of the few pleasures he had left.
Petunia, who had taunted him as a boy, was now his wife. People were
supposed to like their spouses, at least at first. That was what he had
been taught anyway. His mother had loved his father at the beginning,
and he had loved her, but love built on lies could not last. No love
could. It was probably best then that he was marrying for other more
beneficial reasons. He comforted himself with that. This was all to help
Harry. Harry who had his dead mother's eyes, so green, so accusing. This
was his purgatory.

"Severus," Petunia said, breaking through his thoughts. "Do we have to
stay here?"

"No," he said, shaking his head. "We don't. Are you sure you won't have
anything?"

Petunia picked up a peppermint and popped into her mouth. "There," she
said. "I've had something. Can we go?"

Severus nodded. "The House Elves will have a feast tonight."

"House Elves?" she asked.

"You'll meet some someday I'm sure. Let's go."

Together they walked out of the staff room.
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The next morning they moved into Spinner's End. Though the day was
sunny, a perpetual gloom seemed to hang around the neighborhood and
Snape's house in particular. The outside of the house was dingy,
crumbling brick, while the interior was coloured in grey. Newspapers
littered the floor.

Dudley fidgeted, playing with the zipper of the red coat he had gotten
for Christmas. His face around his eyes had swollen up from crying again
last night.

'Mummy,' he said, tugging on her arm.

His mother glanced down at him and gently squeezed his hand. 'Yes,
Dudley?'

'I don't like it here,' he whispered. 'I want to go home.'

'I know, darling,' she said, kissing his forehead. She smelt like hand
soap.

'How long do we have to stay here?' Dudley asked.

Snape was pulling open the curtains to let in the dim sunlight. 'We are
going to stay here,' he said, in a slow, sneering voice. 'Until I can
find some place better.'

'How long will that take?' Dudley said.

'Who knows?' Snape said. 'Ages maybe!' He began picking the newspapers
off the floor and throwing them on the table. He walked around the room,
tiding up, which mostly consisted of moving a pile of rubbish from one
spot to another.

Dudley decided he did not like Snape; he was dirty and ugly and mean.
Dudley buried his face against his mother's chest and sniffled loudly.
His mother stroked his hair and whispered comforting words that meant
nothing. Dudley would never see his father, his friends or his home
again.

Dudley glanced back over his shoulder at Harry, who was standing quietly
near the door, glaring at Snape. Snape was ignoring Harry and filling a
kettle with water.

'Tea, anyone?' Snape asked, after he had already set the kettle boiling.

Dudley's mother nodded. Dudley shook his head. Harry continued to glare.

'Well,' Snape said. 'We are a talkative bunch this morning.'

Dudley looked at the old, off-white fridge, his stomach grumbling. He
had slept late and missed breakfast. 'Do you have anything to eat?'
Dudley asked.

'No,' Snape said. 'I live on lime and sawdust.'

Dudley looked away, disappointed.

Snape sighed and opened the fridge. 'Do you like cheese?'

'But I thought you lived on–' Dudley said.

'Stupid child,' Snape said. 'You shouldn't believe everything a stranger
says. Now do you like cheese?'

'There is no reason for you to be cruel to him,' Dudley's mother said.
She wrapped her arms protectively around Dudley. 'You might not like me
but don't take it out on Dudley. He's just a boy.'

'A very gullible one,' Snape said. 'The Death Eaters will pick him out
as the perfect way to get to us. We all have to learn to live
cautiously. No running off with strangers, no taking gifts from
strangers, no believing everything strangers say –'

'But you're a stranger,' Harry said. 'Why should we trust you?'

'Good question, Harry,' Snape said. He turned his cold, black eyes on
him. 'The reason you can trust me is because I am firmly invested in
your protection: mentally, physically, emotionally, and spiritually.'

'Why?' Dudley asked.

'Another good question,' Snape said. 'A pity you aren't in any of my
classes. You might have raised your house a few points. No one asks
intelligent questions these days.'

'You didn't answer his question,' Harry said. He was standing arms
folded, feet firm near the center table.

'Good,' Snape said. 'Very good. You caught my flattery and evasion.'

Snape added nothing to that. He picked some books off the table and
walked out of the room.

'It's cold in here,' Dudley said. It was. The heat was either kept
painfully low or there was just not any at all. Dudley zipped his coat
up to his chin and hugged his chest. His mother had already wordlessly
started helping Snape with the cleaning. She was scrubbing the
countertops, washing the dishes. Frown lines dug into the skin between
her eyes and above her nose. Her boots clipped agitatedly on the
decaying wood floor.

'It's cold,' Harry repeated.

'Yes,' Dudley said. 'Yes, it is. I wonder where we are going to sleep.'

Snape happened to be walking back into the room at the moment. 'You'll
be sleeping upstairs,' he said. 'I made rooms for you.'

'Oh,' Dudley said.

'There's no food in here,' Dudley's mother said. She had been opening
all the cupboards.

'Yes, well,' Snape said. 'I'm not here often. I don't usually keep much
food around, but you can go buy something if you would like.'

He pulled out several ten-pound notes from the pocket of his long coat
and handed them to her. 'Here, Dumbledore gave you some spending money.
You can get what you want. You're familiar with the area, so I don't
have to tell you where to go.' He paused, as if he were remembering
something, and then added. "I'll probably do some shopping later as
well."

'Thank you,' Dudley's mother said. She counted the notes carefully
before folding them neatly and putting them in her handbag.

'I'm alright with cheese,' Dudley said. His stomach had grown louder,
and he felt rather faint.

Snape opened the fridge. 'Be my guest,' he said with a roll of his eyes.

Dudley did not hesitate. He walked forward and pulled anything that
looked edible out of the fridge. A block of Cheddar, a bag of oranges
(some turning greenish), a carton of sour milk, apple juice, one sausage
wrapped in plastic, and a large jar of pickles. His mother took the
sausage and oranges away immediately and the milk after testing, so
Dudley breakfasted on pickles and cheese lumped on some stale crackers
cupboards Snape found in bottom of the pantry.

'It's awfully cold in here,' Dudley's mother said. Everyone was still in
their coats.

'There's a fire in the sitting room,' Snape said. 'I am not here enough
to pay to heat the house.'

'So, we aren't going to stay here long?' Harry asked.

Snape's eyes fixed on Harry, and he smiled grimly.

'No,' he said. 'Dumbledore doesn't think this is very good environment
for a child to grow up in.'

'So, we are going to move,' Dudley said. He was immensely relieved. He
would be glad to leave the grey house and the empty refrigerator.

'Yes,' Snape said. 'But don't get your hopes up. The next place could be
worse. I'm going to get some more firewood.'

With that, he stalked out of the house, leaving the front door swinging
in the wind.



'Another pint,' Remus said idly. He pushed his mug across the counter.
It was ten-thirty, and the pub was slowly emptying. Men and women were
shrugging into wool coats and shouting good-byes to their friends. Remus
had been sitting at the counter since six, not wanting to face the cold
and the lonely streets.

The bartender frowned. 'Don't you have places to be? It seems I see you
here more and more each day. You gonna squander all yer money on beer.'

'Nowhere,' Remus said.

'What?' said the bartender. He was getting on in age and was partially
deaf in both ears.

Remus knew him and yet didn't. He talked to the bartender everyday, knew
the details of his life, yet never felt a trace of feeling either way,
like or dislike. The bartender had a small dog, which he was often cross
with. He had grandchildren, who lived far away. He had once had a wife,
but she had left him long ago for broader horizons and better times.
Remus would feel sympathy, but he was drained.

'I have nowhere to be,' Remus said, 'nothing to do. I'm out of work
again. Soon I'll be broke.'

'So you should save your money.'

'Why? What for? It will all be the same, forever and ever. The same,
long monotony. I'll never get anywhere. The rows of rejections I've
received…' Remus shook his head.

'You shouldn't give up. You're still young.'

'I feel old,' Remus said. 'Every day older.'

'You have family, friends?'

'Dead,' Remus said, 'well, not my father, but the others. They died in
the war.'

The bartender refilled Remus's mug and passed it back over to him.

'Thank you,' Remus said.

'Which war?' the bartender asked.

Remus shook his head. 'You're a muggle,' he mumbled. 'You wouldn't
understand.'

'What?' the bartender said.

'Nothing,' Remus said. 'I've got to go.' He pulled his worn coat over
his shoulders. He looked at the mug. 'I can't pay for that,' he said. 'I
forgot, sorry.'

'It's all right,' the bartender said. 'I'll be needing one after
tonight.'

Remus wondered why but did not ask. He buttoned his coat. 'Good night.'

He passed through the door and stumbled down the stairs onto the street,
making his slow way back to his motel room. The streets all seemed alien
to him that night, and he got lost a couple times. He wondered how long
it would take to die of cold if he happened to pass out on the street.
Would it be painful? He didn't know. He made it to the motel, struggled
with the key and the door, and got inside. The place was warm, as he had
left the temperature all the way up. He collapsed on the small bed and
closed his eyes. Tomorrow he would have to move on. There was nothing
here for him, though there was nothing out there either. In the
wizarding world, he wasn't hired because he was a werewolf, and in the
muggle world, he held no credentials and had to take days off work.

Remus pulled off his coat, his yellow scarf, and his old boots, whose
innards were worn through in places and lined with paper. He lay down
spreading the sheets and blankets on top of him and stared at the lamp
on the bedside table, too tired to turn it off. It was just then that
Remus noticed the owl; it was perched on the bureau, absently grooming
its feathers.

'Hello,' Remus said, sitting up. 'What's this? How did you get in here?'

He went over to the owl and untied a rolled piece of parchment from its
foot. 'Hi, there,' Remus said softly. He was sad that he had no treats
to offer the tired bird. He sat on the edge of the bed and rolled the
parchment open. It was letter, in the sprawling hand of Dumbledore. It
read:

Dear Remus,

I am writing about that terrible incident, the death of Harry's uncle.
As you probably already now, Harry has been moved from his muggle
residence to a safer place. I am afraid I will have to ask you to stay
away, at least for now. I do not want him to be bombarded with people at
this time, as he is already quite overwhelmed by his change in
situation. I thank you deeply for your consideration.

Yours, most sincerely,

Albus Dumbledore

Remus stared blankly at the parchment. He had not known Harry's uncle
had died. He had become rather out of touch from the Wizarding World
lately, as he had been trying to blend in with the muggles, but why
hadn't anyone told him? Not even his father had written him about it.
Perhaps, they assumed he already knew.

Harry had been moved. Where? Where was Harry? Remus had to know where
James's son was, how he was doing, who he was with. Of course,
Dumbledore would not tell him in a letter, but was Harry happy? How had
his Christmas gone? Remus had spent so much time trying not to think of
the boy. Harry had just been another piece of the happy past Remus could
never return to, but now he needed to know.

'I'm going to write back,' Remus told the owl. 'I'm going to write back
and ask him why, so don't go.'

With those words, Remus passed out, falling into a menagerie of drunken
dreams.



20. Harry 3

Harry looked out his bedroom window. It was March, and raining again.
Spinner's End was always so gloomy. Harry wondered how Snape could stand
it. Snape kept promising they would leave soon, but there seemed to be
no formal plan and nowhere to go.

Snape spent his days teaching at Hogwarts and came home at night,
looking exhausted, but he always spent another two or three hours
telling Harry about magical theories. Harry and Dudley were being
homeschooled. Snape said that it was too dangerous for them to consider
going to school with other children. Perhaps, Dudley could go later. For
now, Harry's aunt was teaching them during the day: English, Art,
Science, and Mathematics, anything she could think of. She had gotten a
few textbooks, but it was a lot of improvising.

When Snape was gone at school, other wizards and witches would come by
to check on them. McGonagall and Mr. and Mrs. Weasleys came the most
often. They brought food and talked with Harry's aunt, who smiled warily
at them. Sometimes the Weasley children would come along, usually the
younger ones: Percy, Fred and George, Ron, or Ginny. The other two were
attending Hogwarts.

Harry looked at the yellowish orange wallpaper peeling off his wall. He
jerked on an edge and tore off a large chunk. Underneath there was a
purple floral print. Harry wondered how old the house was and if this
had been Snape's bedroom growing up. Dudley wondered into the room.

'Supper's almost ready,' Dudley said.

Harry got up quickly, and they walked down the stairs together. Harry
set the table as he was used to doing, plates, forks, knifes, and
napkins. Dudley sat down at the head of the table, as Snape was not
there. Petunia was scurrying about the stove, making sure none of her
food was burning or going cold. She had made and frosted a cake. It
stood at the far end of the table. It was beautiful, of course. There
were pink roses and little green leaves.

Supper was roast duck in orange sauce, asparagus in hollandaise sauce,
and fresh bread. Snape and Aunt Petunia were constantly getting in
arguments about the cost of groceries. They called them 'discussions'
and always spoke in half-whispers, there being some sort of agreement
that they could not shout in front of the children. That was one thing
that was nice about this new house. There was no Uncle Vernon shouting
all the time. Harry supposed he should miss Uncle Vernon and feel bad
that he was dead, but he didn't.

Halfway through dinner, Snape walked in. He took off his long coat and
put it on one of the hooks near the door. For the first weeks, Snape had
thrown it over a chair or on the table, but Aunt Petunia had insisted
that he change that habit. She insisted on a lot of changes, Harry
noticed. She had cleaned the dirty, old house from top to bottom, and
she was making certain it stayed that way.

'In my chair again,' Snape said, looking down at Dudley. Dudley did not
answer; he had his mouth full of bread. Snape lifted the boy up from
under the arms and set him on the floor. 'Go sit at the other end of the
table.'

Dudley stared up at him with big blue, disbelieving eyes.

'I said go sit at the other end,' Snape said. He shoved Dudley's plate
into his hands. Dudley did not move.

'Go,' Snape said.

'Does he have to?' Aunt Petunia asked. 'Everything was so peaceful
before you came in. Why must you cause such trouble?'

'It wouldn't be trouble,' said Snape, 'if he listened to me. This is my
house. I will sit where I please, and he will sit where I tell him to.'

Hastily, Snape filled a plate with food and sat down at the head of the
table. Dudley had not reseated himself. Harry watched in anticipation
for the next move, but Dudley hadn't figured out what to say next, and
Snape was ignoring him completely. Finally, Dudley mumbled something and
went to the end of the table.

'What did you say?' Snape said. His hand, which had been sprinkling
pepper on his asparagus, stopped mid-air, and his black eyes fixed on
Dudley.

'I said that you had stupid rules,' said Dudley. He was looking down at
his plate.

'Leave the table,' Snape said.

Dudley looked up. 'What?'

'You heard me,' Snape said. 'Leave the table now. Go to your room and
think about how stupid disobedience is.'

Dudley looked at his mother. Aunt Petunia opened her mouth.

'You have sauce on your lips,' Snape told her. She quickly dabbed her
mouth with her napkin.

Dudley got up. He looked at Snape. 'I hate you,' he said. Harry thought
that Dudley was finally going to put up a real fight, and that there
would be some action, but Snape's eyes flashed, and Dudley scurried up
the stairs. Their war was a slow one, and Harry wasn't picking sides.

'Well,' Aunt Petunia said, 'I'm not hungry now. I'm tired. I think I'll
go to bed.'

'That's fine with me,' Snape said. He took a sip of his grape juice.

Aunt Petunia left the table. She washed her dishes in the sink and went
upstairs without saying goodnight.

'What are you going to teach me?' Harry asked after a pause.

Snape looked up from eating duck. 'Astronomy perhaps,' he said boredly.
'What would you like to learn?'

'I would like to know more about my parents,' Harry said. 'Professor
McGonagall said that you went to school together.'

'And how would this be helpful for your education or carrier?'

'It's always helpful to know where you come from,' Harry said. 'Then you
know why you feel what you feel.'

'People aren't necessarily bound to their parents,' Snape said, looking
him over. 'Though you do look like him.'

'Who?'

"Your father,' said Snape. 'Are you done eating?'

Harry nodded. Snape whisked out his wind. The dishes on the table flew
across the room to the sink where they proceeded to wash themselves.

'That's so cool,' Harry said.

'You think,' Snape said.

'Yeah,' Harry said. 'Don't you?'

'At first, after a while it becomes rather mundane.'

Harry wondered what that it would be like, taking magic for granted. It
must be terrible. Of course, Snape was generally a gloomy man. Harry
promised himself that he would never become like that.

'Why do you always wear black?' Harry asked suddenly.

'What?' Snape asked.

'You always wear black,' Harry said. 'Why?'

Snape looked down at his black robes and shook his head. 'Black doesn't
stain as badly.'

'Is that the only reason?' Harry asked.

'I'm in mourning,' Snape said. He waved his wand again, up and then to
the right. The dishes dried themselves and tucked themselves away into
their cupboard.

'For my uncle?' said Harry.

'No, no, of course not, you idiot.'

'Then who?'

Snape looked at him and smiled nastily. 'Tonight,' he said, 'we will go
over wizarding law.'

It was Harry's unfavourite subject.
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April reminded Severus of Narcissa, perhaps, because the flowers of her
name bloomed steadily in that month. She was a flower in her garden, the
tails of her sun hat waving in the wind. It was too early for sun hats,
Severus thought. He had come to see Lucius, who had invited him for tea
(though knowing Lucius there was something else behind it.)

Narcissa did not notice him, creeping up behind her. She was sitting on
the bench, gazing at the daffodils and the lilies. She was wearing a
white and pale pink gown, probably for an Easter party. Her legs were
crossed though, unladylike, and her eyes were drifting, past the
confines of her garden walls.

'Good morning,' said Severus. She started and turned, her blue eyes
fixing on him. She slid one leg off the other, crossed her feet at the
ankles.

'Good morning,' she said. Her voice was cool. She slipped on a pair of
white gloves.

'You must be cold,' he said.

'No,' she said. 'I am used to it.' She did not stand up but turned her
face away from him. 'How are you doing?'

'As well as ever,' said Severus. He glanced at the bench beside her. A
book lay upside down, held open. Its front cover was blue and flapping.
He read the title out loud: 'The Great Gatsby.'

'Yes,' said Narcissa. 'Some muggle rubbish Lucius brought back. He
thought it might amuse me. It's American.'

'Any good?'

'Of course not,' she said, folding her arms. 'It was written by muggles,
wasn't it?'

'Yes,' said Severus, 'but some of them can write out their simple
thoughts reasonably well.' He picked the book up and sat down beside
her. 'Should I bookmark it?'

She shook her head. 'His descriptions are pretty enough,' she said. 'But
so far the story has no point. All they do is talk and go to parties.'

'Might that be the point?' Severus said, closing the book. 'That there
is no point.'

'How could that be the point?' said Narcissa. 'I think that there is a
point though, sometime later. Lucius said it was about a man who
dedicated his whole life to a woman, to a dream. He said that it was
foolish but funny. He said that in the end they all suffer.'

'It is agreeable to read about muggles suffering,' said Severus. He said
the words with certainty. For years he had believed them. They had been
a rudimentary part of the Death Eater creed, and now he was back here
again, in the garden.

He had loved playing here as a child. It had been like a magic, fairy
castle. Lucius was the prince in his silken robes and satin slippers,
and Narcissa, with her blond hair and pretty gowns, was the perfect
princess. Severus has played their page and devoted knight. He had been
overwhelmed by their beauty and fettered in bonds of loyalty.

Severus stared at the Iron Gate. It was open and rocked in the wind. He
just wanted to leave. It seemed he had been looking for a way out all
his life, and every time he thought he had found one, it had just been
another cage.

'You say so even now?' Narcissa had taken her hat off. She put the book
under it.

'Why should my view change?' said Severus. He stared hard at her,
waiting for an accusation.

'You're married to a muggle,' she said. 'Don't you care for your wife?'

'You know why I married her,' said Severus.

'My sister married a muggleborn. She loved him.'

'A very foolish thing to do.'

'Yes,' said Narcissa. She pushed her hair out from behind her ears, so
that it fell in waves, hiding her face. 'Very foolish, I don't see her
anymore.'

'As it should be.'

'I have never seen her daughter,' she said.

'I have,' said Severus. He reached out without looking and took her cold
hand.

Narcissa squeezed his fingers. 'What's she like?'

Severus thought for a moment, retrieving memories of a lively girl who
preferred being called by her last name – her father's muggle name –
Tonks.

'She's a Black,' he said.

'I'm glad,' she said. She let go of his hand. 'So, why did you marry
Petunia?'

Severus was startled that Narcissa knew the name of Harry's aunt. Well,
it had been in the papers, but to recall it and say it now, it seemed to
be some strategic move on Narcissa's part, though Severus could not
understand why she was trying to humanize her enemy.

'You know why, Narcissa,' he said. 'It is for the great cause.'

'It was all for him?' She shook her head. 'I don't believe it. Why would
you do all this for a broken dream? For someone who is dead?'

'Because I loved,' said Severus, 'and death cannot change that love.'

'You loved?' said Narcissa. She laughed bitterly. 'Sometimes I wonder.
All those things we did for him, was that love? Bellatrix is locked up
because of him. I've lost two sisters because of our "great" cause.'

'Your sacrifices are noble,' said Severus, with a bow of his head.

'My sacrifices are stupid,' said Narcissa. She calmed herself and
clasped her hands together to keep them from trembling. 'The boy cannot
bring him back to life.' She stood up and straightened her skirt. 'It
would be better if we forgot all this and lived our lives for
ourselves.'

'Forget it? No, we cannot do that. He would want us to continue on, to
let his ideas live on. He would live through us. We would fulfil him.'

'He's not a god, Severus,' she said. 'He was born, and he has died. You
have to accept that.'

Severus looked at the swinging gate again. 'I need to speak to your
husband.'

'If you must,' she said. 'He's inside, in the study.'

'Thank you,' said Severus. He turned heel and walked away. He thought
she called after him, but the wind howled at the same time, so he wasn't
certain, and he wouldn't return to her biting words and imploring eyes
without good reason. He went to the study. Lucius was sitting at his
desk. There were three others, but their faces were masked. Not the
skull masks of the death eaters though, gaudy party masks, but they
covered their entire faces. Severus guessed that two of them were Crabbe
and Goyle, while the third he was not certain of. Of course, he had not
met all death eaters. Secrecy was always a top priority in the
organization, and even he, the dark lord's most trusted servant, did not
know everything and everyone.

'Ah, Severus,' said Lucius. 'So, glad you could make it. Sit down.'

Severus seated himself on the window seat beside Goyle. What followed
was a long and tiring debate about how Harry Potter should come to grips
with his destiny as the new dark lord.

'It shouldn't be gone to quickly,' said Lucius. 'First, we need to gain
his love and trust. Slowly, gradually, we will show him the dark world
in all its glory.'

Lucius prattled on, grey eyes gleaming, greedy for the power of
influence over a six year old. Severus felt sick. He wondered how much
longer he had to endure the present company. They were all so eager to
have their dreams reshaped by a child. For a moment Severus pitied
Harry. His life would be very unhappy. He would be torn and twisted this
way and that. He had to be good, while pretending to become evil. It
seemed an impossible thing for a child to do. Why should he have to? Why
couldn't Severus just run away with the boy? Take Harry to another
country; pass him off as someone else under another name. It would be
logical. His aunt would be with them, keep him safe with her blood.
Severus would be free of Dumbledore, the dark lord, and he would no
longer have to lie to those he had once called friends. It seemed an
ideal solution.

Dumbledore thought the dark lord would rise again, but maybe he
wouldn't. Keeping the child safe was the main point now anyway. Narcissa
was right. He had to accept that he couldn't fulfil everyone's wishes.
He couldn't be a man torn apart inside forever without dying on the
outside too. Why not leave this all behind? He hated teaching. He hated
the life he was leading. He wanted to feel in control again. He wanted
to be his own man, not someone's pawn.

'Severus,' said Lucius. 'You haven't spoken in a while.'

'I'm sorry,' said Severus. 'Your plans are all good, but I shouldn't
leave the muggle unattended for long.'

'Why don't you just kill her?' said Goyle.

'I don't want to be charged for murder,' Severus snapped. 'I am risking
enough as it is.'

'He's perfectly right,' said Lucius. 'We'll have another man handle her
death. Macnair, maybe, if we can get him to think rationally.'

Severus shook his head. 'Macnair is stupid. I have to go.'

He leapt to his feet and strode out of the room. He didn't care what the
others thought at this point. They would just think he was snubbing them
or that he was worrying about keeping Petunia from escaping. He didn't
care. Those thoughts were safe. The Death Eaters would be annoyed, but
they wouldn't suspect anything. Severus was too devoted. He would do
anything for the dark lord – anything! Even marry an accursed muggle. It
was so ironic.

Severus stormed through the house and out of the gate. He disapparated
and appeared behind a fallen down shed on Spinner's End. The air was
warmer here, not as windy. He trudged along the street until he had
gotten to his house then he turned back and walked the block over,
burning off anger, trying to decide what to do.

When he finally decided on waiting to decide, he walked into his house.
He heard voices. Not a surprise at all. There always seemed to be
someone over, which infuriated Severus. What if Lucius came over when
Molly Weasley was there? It would endanger him, but Dumbledore didn't
care. The voice he was hearing though did not belong to Molly. It
belonged to someone he knew, a long time ago. A sickeningly sweet voice
that came from the throat of a sickeningly sweet man – no, not man,
werewolf. Severus tore into the kitchen.

'What are you doing here?' Severus shouted at Remus Lupin.
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It had taken quite a lot of effort, but Remus Lupin had found Harry. He
had implored Dumbledore again and again for Harry's address, but all his
requests were rejected with a solid, 'No, Remus, he still needs time to
adjust," or a "He doesn't need you. He's fine.' Remus had believed the
words at first. He was used to being put down, to disappointment and
rejection, but at the same time, there were other feelings growing in
him: curiosity and the desire to love and protect what was left of James
and Lily. He had searched Surrey first without hope. Afterwards, he
searched all the wizarding communities of Great Britain (using the
pretence of trying to find a job) but to no avail. He couldn't find the
Harry anywhere.

Then he had made a mad guess. He had gone back to Lily's childhood
house, only to find it had been sold to an elderly couple. They were
pleasant people and had asked him to tea, wanting to know more about the
house's past. Remus had made quiet excuses and moved on. He had not been
done with the town though. He had peered through house windows, rude,
yes, creepy, doubtless, but he had been desperate. Also, he had
remembered that Severus Snape had grown up in the same town as Lily,
though he had, as a school enemy, never been to Severus's house. Remus
knew that Dumbledore trusted Severus. It was possible that Harry might
be with him.

'I'm stupid,' Remus told himself. 'Even if I find Harry, I have no idea
what he looks like. I could just pass him on the street.'

It was then that he saw him. Harry was out with his aunt and cousin.
They were in the old playground that Lily had taken Remus to the few
times he had come over. Harry was swinging on a swing, his legs were
pounding the air, and his eyes were squeezed shut. Remus would like to
say he knew him on sight, but it was actually Petunia he recognized. She
looked healthier than he remembered, less bony, but she was still very
pale and had the same anxious air about her.

'Don't swing so high, Harry!' she was saying, flapping her hands. 'And
don't let go, whatever you do!'

'Don't worry,' Harry called. 'I'm fine!' He threw his head back and
opened his eyes.

'Stop!' Petunia said. Dudley laughed at her. He was in his own swing,
pumping hard; he wasn't as high as his cousin yet.

'Harry, stop!' Petunia called frantically. 'Get off right now!'

'Okay,' said Harry. He started to let go of the swing's chains. Remus
felt his heart jump.

'No!' Petunia screamed. 'No, you come down slow. You're not jumping! Do
you hear me?'

Harry grinned at her and let go of the chains. Remus leapt over the
hedge, ran forward, and caught the boy. He held him in his arms a
moment, staring down at the child who looked so much like two of his
closest friends. He reached out and stroked Harry's black, spiky hair,
treasuring the feel. Harry stared up at him. Surprisingly there was no
fear in his eyes.

'Who are you?' Harry asked.

Remus set him down quickly. 'Sorry, sorry,' he said. He glanced at
Petunia, who was visibly shaking.

'Are you all right, Harry?' Petunia asked.

Harry nodded. Petunia caught him by the shoulders and shook him. 'How
could you do that?' she said. 'How could you do that to me?'

Harry looked up at her and shrugged. 'I don't know.'

Petunia sighed and let go him, called out to Dudley. 'Get down,' she
said. 'We're going home.'

She turned to Remus and studied him for a moment. 'Do I know you from
somewhere?'

Remus opened and closed his mouth. 'Yes,' he said.

'You are?'

Remus paused. It would be easy to lie and walk away, but Harry was
there, staring at him with Lily's eyes, and his heart was melting. 'I'm
Remus Lupin. I was one of your sister's rag-tag little friends, if you
remember. I think I broke something of yours once, on
accident…sunglasses?'

Petunia started but then smiled. 'Yes, yes,' she said. 'I remember you
now. You were from the School. You didn't come home with her very
often.'

'No,' said Remus with a smile. 'My house was not near yours.'

'So, what brings you here?'

Remus looked down at Harry and then back at Petunia. 'I heard about your
husband's murder,' he said quickly. 'I wanted to see if you were all
right.'

'How did you know I lived here?'

'Dumbledore told me,' Remus lied.

'Oh,' said Petunia. 'Well, would you like to come back to the house with
us? I can make you some tea.'

'That would be lovely,' said Remus.

When they got to the house, Petunia made a pot of Earl Grey and dug out
a chocolate cake from the fridge. She told Remus to sit down, and he got
sandwiched between Harry and Dudley in one of the middle chairs round
the kitchen table.

'So,' said Petunia. 'How long did you know my sister?'

Remus sat up straighter in his chair. 'I knew her from first year up
until her death.'

'Did she ever mention me?' Petunia asked.

Remus hesitated. Lily had indeed spoken of her sister to him, but it was
mainly complaints. He was certain if he answered in the affirmative
Petunia would drag them out of him, but if he spoke to the negative she
would be miffed.

'From time to time,' he said quietly.

Petunia nodded. 'Well,' she said. 'Cake?'

'Yes, please,' said Remus quickly. 'It looks delicious.'

Petunia smiled and cut him a large piece then cut slices for the boys
and herself.

'So,' she said. 'What are you doing now?'

'Doing?'

'Yes, what's your life like. What's your work? Are you married? Seeing
anyone?'

'No to all three,' said Remus with a dry laugh. 'I have had jobs before,
but I am currently unemployed, and I am definitely not in a
relationship.'

'Can I eat my cake in my room?' Dudley asked.

'No,' said Petunia, 'you'll make a mess.'

Dudley sighed loudly.

Harry was staring hard at Remus. In fact, he had been staring since the
playground.

'I remember you,' he said suddenly. 'I used to dream about you. You and
someone else, you'd take me away on a flying motorbike.'

Remus started. 'You remember…' He shook his head. 'I was your father and
mother's friend.'

'Did you own a motorcycle?' asked Harry.

'No,' said Remus.

'Did my parents?'

'No.'

'But there was a motorbike,' Harry insisted.

'Yes,' said Remus, 'but it's gone now.'

His thoughts swirled back to Sirius Black. Oh, Sirius, he had said he
wasn't a Black, had decried his family, run away from home, but at
heart, he was the blackest of them all, a bloody traitor. Remus had
fallen hard for Sirius. He had been completely blind to his faults,
until it was too late and James, Lily, and Peter were already dead.
Often he wished that Sirius had killed him too. It was better than
living on in shame with a broken heart.

Remus took a bite of his cake then looked up. Harry was still studying
him, as if he could read his history in his face. Remus turned to
Petunia.

'So,' he said softly, 'how are you coping?'

Petunia shrugged. 'We're managing all right. People have been looking
out for us.'

'You live with Severus,' said Remus.

'Yes,' she said. She blushed. 'Yes, I do. Dumbledore thought that would
be for the best.'

'I see,' said Remus. 'How do you put up with him?'

'It's hard sometimes.' Petunia laughed. 'But he has been kinder than I
ever thought he could be.'

'I am glad,' said Remus. His eyes went back to Harry. He was such an
adorable child. He wanted to pick him up and run away with him, but that
would make no sense. Remus had no place to take him, no money to support
him. 'I guess I should go.'

'Already?' said Harry. 'But I have many more questions. You haven't told
me anything about my parents. Well, except that they didn't have a
motorbike.'

Remus smiled sadly. 'Maybe some other time.'

'Don't go!' said Harry. He jumped out of his chair and threw his arms
around Remus's waist. Remus shifted in his chair. Secretly, he was
pleased, but he couldn't have Harry get attached. It wouldn't be fair
for the boy.

'I'll stay a bit longer,' said Remus, pulling away. 'But then I really
have to go.'

'Why do you have to go?' Harry asked. 'You haven't got a job or
anything.'

'No,' said Remus. 'But I shouldn't impose – '

And that was when Severus walked in.

'What are you doing here?' Severus shouted.

'I was just leaving,' said Remus. He got up quickly.

'What were you doing here?' Severus said, grabbing hold of his arms.
'How did you find us?'

Remus looked away.

'Answer me,' Severus hissed. He took hold of Remus's chin and forced him
to make eye contact. The wolf in Remus wanted to snarl and bite, but
Remus bit that impulse back, sucked on his lip.

'It was an easy guess,' said Remus. 'This was Petunia's old town.
Dumbledore could have chosen better.'

'This is only temporary,' said Severus. 'Anyway I am not hiding from
anyone, or I shouldn't appear to be.'

'I see,' said Remus. 'Well, that makes sense. I'll go now.'

Severus held his grip, fingernails stinging Remus's shoulder. He pressed
Remus against the wall. 'Why are you here?'

'I wanted to see James's son,' said Remus. 'Is that a crime?'

Severus searched his face closely than shoved him away. 'It could be.
Trespassing.'

'She invited me in,' Remus protested.

Severus turned to Petunia. 'Don't let anyone in here when I am away.'

'What about the Weasleys?' said Petunia.

'All right, the Weasleys,' said Severus, 'but no one else. Especially
not werewolves!'

Remus saw Petunia flinch back, her face blanching. Harry continued to
stare calmly though, and Dudley cracked a smile.

'You're a werewolf?' said Dudley. 'That's awesome.'

Remus smiled faintly. 'Thank you.'

'That's not "awesome,"' Severus growled. 'It means he is a danger to the
people around him. All werewolves are disgusting and depraved.'

Remus bit his lip again. All the words coming to his mouth were just as
prejudiced as the ones Severus so proudly proclaimed. He could always go
back to Severus's Death Eater past, but that would not solve anything.

The doorbell rang.

'I'll get that,' said Severus. 'I wouldn't want a pack moving in.'

He stalked towards the door with his hand on his concealed wand. Remus
waited, looking for a way out, hoping it was not Dumbledore.

'Oh, Mrs. Weasley,' said Severus wryly. 'Hello, and it seems you have
brought your children, how delightful.'

A short, plump, redheaded woman walked into the kitchen with three
children – two boys and a little girl – trailing behind her.

'Hello, Petunia,' Mrs. Weasley said.

'Good afternoon,' said Petunia.

'Is it a bad time?' Mrs. Weasley asked. She looked at Remus.

'No,' said Petunia. 'Sit down. I'll get you some tea.'

'No, no,' said Mrs. Weasley. 'I can see you're busy, and anyway I just
came by to drop off this bread.' She took two round loaves out of large,
red shoulder bag and put them on the table. 'It's a new recipe, so I
wanted to see what you thought.'

'Thank you,' said Petunia.

'Yeah, well,' said Mrs. Weasley, 'I need a tester, and I know you're a
good baker.'

'Mum,' said the older boy. 'You're a wonderful baker.'

Mrs. Weasley smiled down at him. 'Thank you, Percy.'

'I like your baking too!' said the smaller boy.

'Well, thank you too, Ron.' Mrs. Weasley ruffled Ron's hair.

'I love you!' the little girl said.

'I love you too, Ginny.' She bent and kissed her daughter. Ginny beamed.

'I really should be going,' Remus said, hoping to get out before Mrs.
Weasley left. He brushed by them. 'Excuse me.' But then suddenly, he
stopped. On Percy's shoulder, there sat a rat. Not that that was
particularly unusual, children sometimes kept pet rats, but this one was
missing a toe, and it looked like Peter in animagus form, but Peter was
dead. I must be imagining things, Remus thought. But the rat squirmed
uncomfortably under his gaze.

'Is your rat friendly?' Remus asked Percy.

'Yes,' said Percy. 'Usually.'

Remus reached out for the rat, but suddenly it squealed loudly and leapt
off Percy's shoulder and onto the kitchen counter. It raced across the
counter, scurrying towards an open window. Remus lifted his wand out of
his coat pocket.

'Petrificus totallus!' he shouted. The rat froze a couple inches away
from the window. He set the rat on the floor and pointed his wand again.

'What are you doing?' Percy cried. Remus pushed him aside and shot the
rat through with a spell, and slowly, oh, terribly slowly, the rat
transformed back into Peter.
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Petunia couldn't believe her eyes. Where there had been a rat, there was
now a squat little man. He was frozen to the floor, his arms and legs
beneath him. His face and pointed nose were fixed forward, and his
watery eyes were blank.

'Did you kill him?' she asked.

'No,' said Remus. 'He's merely frozen.'

'Frozen?' she said, stepping away from the werewolf.

The Weasleys stood gaping in the doorway. Percy was looking slightly
sick. His cheeks were pale. Severus looked them over.

'I think it best if you left, Mrs. Weasley,' said Severus. 'This man
could be very dangerous. Would you mind dropping a word to the Aurors?
They might be interested in this.'

'Of course,' said Molly. 'Come, dears.' She escorted her children out of
the room. Percy's eyes stayed on the rat man until he was out the door.

After they were gone, Remus turned to Petunia.

'I think it would be best if you left the room, as well,' he said. 'I
need some questions answered. It might not be pretty.'

'Why is he still alive?' said Severus.

'I don't know,' said Remus. 'That's what I am going to ask him.
Petunia?'

'Harry, Dudley,' said Petunia, turning to the boys. 'I want you to go
upstairs and stay there.'

'But things are just getting interesting,' said Dudley. 'We have a
werewolf and a ratman. I want to know what happens next.'

A part of Petunia was curious too. She wondered who the little man was
and why he was supposed to be dead. Was he an enemy? But the other part
of her was scared, and when it came to her son's safety that part always
won out.

'Go upstairs now,' she said. She took both Dudley and Harry by the arm
and led them through the kitchen door. The boys squirmed and looked back
over their shoulders, but she slammed the door behind and pushed them
towards the stairs. 'Up.'

Reluctantly, they obeyed, making slow progress of each step. She walked
along after them, hurrying them along. They all went into her bedroom,
and she locked the door. Minutes stole by. She gave the boys books to
read and posted herself near the window. The weather was bright. The
street below lay undisturbed. It was strange, disconcerting, this
stillness. She was out of place, anxious – her heart was beating to
burst.

She went to the door, thought of going down but didn't. She would not
let the boys have the excuse of following her. She could not hear
shouting, but Severus or Remus had probably put up a silencing spell.
Even if she went down, the kitchen was probably warded. She felt
terribly helpless, useless, and insignificant.

There was a light tap on the door.

'Petunia?' Severus whispered.

'Yes,' said Petunia.

'Would you come down? Just you, not the children.'

'All right,' said Petunia. She walked out of the room. Severus was
standing in the hallway. He looked agitated. He pointed his wand at the
door.

'Colloportus!' he said.

'What does that do?' Petunia asked.

'It seals the door,' said Severus.

'That's…nifty.'

Severus smiled slightly. 'Yes, it is. But come, we have to talk.'

They went downstairs. Remus was in the sitting room. The ratman was with
him, still frozen, or frozen again if they had questioned him. They were
both seated in high back chairs.

'This is Peter Pettigrew,' said Severus, waving his hand at ratman. 'He
betrayed Lily.'

'What?' said Petunia. This man had betrayed her sister? But she had died
years ago. Why wasn't he dead or in jail?

'It was he, apparently, who leaked the location of Lily and James,' said
Severus. 'It was he who helped the dark lord kill them. Before today,
this crime was laid on Sirius Black. Now we know different.'

'Oh,' said Petunia. She looked at Peter Pettigrew, and as her eyes
passed across his placid features, something started to rage within her.
She had contained her anger for years, but now this weak, pathetic man
stirred it. She wanted to hit him and hit him again. Punch him until he
was bleeding. Wrap her hands round his throat and strangle him to death.
How dare this ugly, puny, lifeless man take the life of her lovely,
lively little sister?

She walked over to Pettigrew and threw him to the floor. She kicked him
in the ribs, once and then another time. Remus watched from his chair,
without emotion. Severus raised his eyebrows. Petunia lifted the man and
threw him down again, face first on the floor. She dug her nails into
his scalp, pulling on tendrils of thin hair.

'How could you?' she gasped. 'How could you do that?'

She raised her hand to strike him again, but Remus caught her arm.

'That will do for now, Petunia,' he said softly. 'We don't want him to
accuse us of battery when he stands trial for his treason.'

'Who is he?' said Petunia.

'Peter Pettigrew,' said Remus.

'I know his name, but who is he?'

'He was a friend of James,' said Remus, 'a friend of mine, once. We
thought he was dead. We thought Sirius killed him, but he was cleverer
that he let on. That traitor, that rat, he faked his death and framed
Sirius Black.'

Severus nodded levelly. 'I suppose you will try to clear Black's name.'

'Of course,' said Remus. 'Poor devil, he's been in Azkaban five years
now, completely innocent. Why did he never say anything? He laughed when
they caught him. I thought he had given into madness out of guilt.'

'Grief probably,' said Severus. 'They are akin.'

'Yes,' said Remus, 'that must have been it. I've been blind, blind. How
could I have doubted him?'

'Because all evidence pointed towards his guilt, it was a wise mistake,
Lupin.'

'My heart knew,' said Remus. 'It knew he was guiltless, yet I would not
listen. I was blinded by reason, though I thought I was blind from
love.'

'Your declarations won't release him sooner,' said Severus, 'please,
keep them to yourself.'

Severus's words lacked their usual bite though. The rebuke came out
soft. His hate was focused elsewhere, and for now they were all united
against a common enemy.

'When do you think the Aurors will come?' Remus asked.

Severus shrugged. 'I would think they would have come by now. Perhaps,
Mrs. Weasley didn't deliver the message.'

'No,' said Remus, 'that is unlike Molly. She's always been very
reliable, like her brothers.' He paled suddenly. 'Maybe she is dead.
Maybe Pettigrew had others with him.'

Severus shook his head. 'I doubt that even Death Eaters would want to
work with a worm like him. Most likely he was in hiding from everyone. I
can't see another reason why he would spend five years as someone's
pet.'

'He could be a spy,' said Remus. 'Mr. Weasley has a job in the ministry.
He could have been using the family's connection to gain information.'

'If I remember correctly,' said Severus, 'Weasley works in the artifacts
department. What could he possible learn there?'

'Different branches of the ministry communicate with each other,' said
Remus. 'Our ministry isn't as tightlipped as Voldemort's society.'

Severus flinched slightly at the mention of 'Voldemort' but quickly
recovered.

'More's the pity,' he said. 'But surely Weasley wouldn't bring this
information home?'

'He and his wife are very close,' said Remus. 'I doubt he would withhold
much from Molly.'

'Good isn't very competent, is it?' said Severus.

'We won,' Remus said quietly.

Severus studied him with penetrating black eyes. 'Yes,' he said finally.
'For now.'

'Is there anything I could do?' said Petunia. She had been listening to
them, her eyes switching between Pettigrew and the door.

'There's nothing we can do really,' said Severus. 'We have the prisoner
pinned. Now we are just waiting for the police.'

Petunia nodded. They all just kept looking at the door, and finally, it
opened. Three men and a woman entered. Petunia had never seen any of
them before, and judging from their faces neither had Remus or Severus.

'Good afternoon,' the woman said briskly. 'I had heard there was a
disturbance?'
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'Not so much a disturbance as a discovery,' Severus said. 'Apparently,
Pettigrew is not dead. He staged his own murder, pinned it on one Sirius
Black.'

Severus scowled down at Peter Pettigrew. He had never liked the weseally
little friend of James Potter, though his hatred had never been as
concentrated on him as it had been on James or Sirius – or Remus after
the incident with the Shrieking Shack. Still, Pettigrew was always
sneaking around outside the Slytherin common room, trying to overhear
the password, or he was pinning pranks that his gang had done on
Slytherin students. It was not all together surprising then that
Pettigrew then had pinned his greatest crime, his treachery onto someone
else. Over the years Severus had loathed Sirius, because he had
tormented him in school, but more so because Sirius had been friends
with Lily, and he had betrayed her to her death. Now most of that hatred
was attaching itself to Pettigrew, the miserable wretch of a man who lay
paralyzed on his floor. He had felt with Petunia, when he saw her kick
the body, but he knew if he had let himself go with Pettigrew, beating
him up would never be enough. He wanted to rip the balding monster into
tiny pieces.

'Oh, well, that's horrible,' the woman at the door said. But her voice
and her face disclosed no feeling. Severus stared at her and felt a
growing dread, though he could not explain it. The woman was strikingly
beautiful with large blue eyes, porcelain skin, and black hair that was
swept off her face, and when she walked her cloak rippled about her, as
she moved her hips almost hypnotically back and forth, and there was
something about her voice. Like waves on pebbles, it resounded, and he
was being tossed up and smoothed out.

'He will be duly punished.' She raised her hand, but Severus had already
taken out his wand. He feared her and at the same time felt drawn to
her, like a man held fast in a dream, unable to do what he wants,
blundering from one stupid decision to the next, happy to have his hands
hacked off. He fought against it.

'Stupefy!' he cried. The woman blocked the spell and pointed her wand at
Pettigrew. Severus saw Lupin move to block the next blow, but he was
knocked out with a spell by one of the men in the doorway. The woman
laughed and dropped her wand. Severus stared at confusion at the fallen
wand, and a second later realized his mistake. The woman had already
transformed. Now she was a beaked fiend with scaled wings, and she
lifted her arms, and there was fire coming from her bare palms, and she
was burning up Pettigrew. The lump of a body dissolved into a pile of
smoking ash. Severus found himself frozen, though he did not know if he
was still under the Veela's trance or if he were under some other wand
concocted spell. Either way, he was useless, and Lupin was unconscious.
Petunia still seemed to be able to move for she shrank back and shivered
against the wall. There was nothing she could do against a Veela and
three wizards.

'Severus,' the Veela said, her now yellow eyes focusing on him.

'Yes?' Severus said numbly.

'There is no need to be afraid. Lucius sent me.' The Veela's wings
shifted, glowing in the sunlight, giving off hues of purple and green.
'He wants the boy brought to him.'

'What for?' Severus wondered how long Lucius and this Veela had been
partners. Lucius had never told him anything about her. Was he really so
far out of the inner ring these days? Perhaps Dumbledore was wrong to
heap so much of this mission on him, though neither had guessed a Veela
was working for the other side. Their kind usually preferred to remain
neutral and not get involved in other people's struggles. 'Why would he
take such a risk? This attack – what have you done with the Weasleys?'

The Veela's eyes glinted. 'Why does it matter to you?'

'Did you kill them?'

'No, nothing as drastic as that. We have been keeping an eye on you,
Severus. The Weasleys were intercepted by one of our people. Their
memories were altered. No one knows about Pettigrew.'

'But he was working for us,' said Severus, 'he betrayed the Potters. Why
did you kill him?'

'We distrust all traitors,' the Veela said smoothly, 'besides, with
Pettigrew dead, we can keep Sirius in Azkaban for his crime, one less
enemy.' Her eyes locked onto Lupin. 'We should kill him too.'

Severus looked Lupin's slumped form, his brown mess of hair, his face
lined from years on the street. He should just say 'yes' let her
incinerate the werewolf. He did not care for Lupin, and it would be an
end to the man's miseries. Petunia moved in front of Lupin.

'Don't kill him,' she said, trembling.

'Be quiet, woman,' Severus snapped, shoving her aside. 'This does not
concern you.'

But the Veela had already turned her attention to Petunia. 'What do we
do with her?'

'Keep her alive,' Severus said, a bit too quickly. 'As long as she
lives, Harry Potter has the blood protection, no one can kill him.'

The Veela nodded, satisfied. 'And the werewolf?'

'Leave him to me. I've been dying for this moment for years. I'll make
him suffer.'

'We do not want evidence of his demise,' the Veela said, peering closely
at Severus.

He met her cold gaze. 'I have always been careful.'

'Good.' The Veela shifted back into her human form, and Severus
retrieved her wand for her. 'We shall expect you at the manor in the
evening then?'

Severus nodded and watched the Veela strike Petunia through with a
sleeping spell. She sloped into one of the men's arms. Severus wondered
who the man was, one of the old Death Eaters or a new member? Whoever it
was, he was likely not wearing his own face. Severus swore he could
smell polyjuice potion on the men's clothes and they had not spoken, so
they were probably avoiding the difficulty of disguising their voices.
There was a spell Severus knew that could make his voice easily mimic
another's, but he had never told a soul about it.

'I'll go get the boy,' Severus said. He walked up the stairs and into
the bedroom where Harry and Dudley were waiting. 'Come, Harry.' He held
out his hand.

Harry stared at him with huge green eyes. 'Where are we going?'

'Somewhere dangerous,' Severus said. He lifted Harry into his arms,
closed the bedroom door behind him, and went back down the stairs. Harry
seemed weightless in his arms, though he was quivering like a wet chick.
Severus handed him over to one of the men, looked back down at Lupin's
limp body and the pile of ash beside him. 'Unless I'm delayed, expect me
at seven. Narcissa usually has dinner on the table by then.'

'Dobby is a slow house elf,' the man holding Harry laughed. Goyle.
Severus knew the laugh.

'Lucius ought to be more strict with him,' Severus said. 'Though it's
past the time when his stubborn streak will die. I keep suggesting they
trade him in, but they keep ignoring me. Dobby only causes problems.'

'I think Lucius likes his stubbornness,' Goyle said.

'He likes punishing Dobby, but it's impractical. I know elves who would
be overjoyed to work at the manor.'

'Indeed. But Lucius is a sadist. He always has been, always will be.
It's one of the reasons he was such a great Death Eater. Now that he's
retired, things have been a little… dull for him. And Narcissa is a well
bred lady, she wouldn't allow him to – '

'Please,' said Severus. He placed his hands over Harry's ears. 'There is
a child present. And you're holding him.'

'I was just going to say she wouldn't do anything like that. Though now
you've got his lugholes covered, I could tell a tale of two of what
Lucius used to do to you.'

Severus raised an eyebrow. 'Don't you think you ought to be going before
your parade raises suspicions? The Ministry actually sends people to
check up on me now and then –

without warning.'

Goyle grinned, or rather the person he was disguised as – a young nobody
with red hair – grinned with crooked teeth. 'Another time then.'

'I'll be looking forward to it,' the Veela said. 'But Severus is right,
we must be off. We have taken too much time already with your banter.
Come, boys.'

She walked out of the room, the same way she had come, her hips dancing
to unheard music. Severus felt himself able to breathe after she and her
men had gone out, though he knew the danger was far from over. He woke
Lupin with a counter charm.

'What happened?' the werewolf asked, rubbing his eyes stupidly.

'I have no time to explain. You need to get Dudley and get out of here.'

'Where to?'

'I am not certain yet.' Severus scrunched up his face. 'I know! Brazil!
I don't care. Just

get him out. For all intents and purposes, you are dead, and Dudley
never existed, all

right? I'll come later with Harry and his aunt. I don't care what
Dumbledore says, I don't

trust anyone here with Harry, not even the headmaster – especially not
him.'

'What about Sirius?'

'What about Sirius!' Severus snarled back.

'He's innocent.'

'So? I don't care. You should be thanking whatever god or fate you
believe in that I didn't kill you.'

'You have a softer heart than you let on,' Lupin said, and there was
just the smallest hint of a smile on his lips and in his eyes.

'No, I don't,' Severus said, 'and if you think for a second that you can
get me to promise to save your beloved for you, you are sorely
mistaken.'

'But you will do it?'

Severus scowled. The werewolf was thick skulled and stubborn. 'I'll
think about it. Now, get Dudley and go!' Severus went round the room,
pulling the curtains shut. He swept up Pettigrew's ashes with a broom
and threw them in the dustbin.
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Draco walked into the sitting room to find a strange boy propped against
pillow on his sofa. Draco took a step back and surveyed him. The boy was
small like him, with spiky black hair and green eyes that were squinting
in his direction. He didn't look threatening though. Draco crossed the
room.

'Who are you?' he asked. 'And what are you doing here?'

'I'm Harry,' the boy said.

'Harry?' Draco repeated, sneering slightly. 'That's a very common name.
Do you have another one?'

A wave of confusion spread across the boy's face then he said, 'Potter.
I'm Harry Potter.'

'No, you're not.'

'Yes, I am.'

'You're not.'

'Am.'

'Prove it.'

Harry folded his arms. 'I shouldn't have to prove to you who I am.'

Draco sprung forward, grabbed Harry's arm and held it down then used his
other hand to push Harry's hair off his forehead, and there it was – the
legendary silver scar. Draco gasped and jumped back.

'You killed the dark lord!'

'I did.'

Draco backed away. 'Have you ever…killed anyone else?'

'Sure. Loads of people.' Harry picked up a mini éclair from Draco's
mother's silver tea tray and bit into it.

Draco trembled. 'Who?'

'Oh, you know, people who annoy me,' Harry said, staring Draco in the
eye. He popped the rest of the éclair into his mouth.

Draco shuddered. He looked back over his shoulder, but he was alone. His
father was not there to hide behind. 'I'm sorry for being rude,' he
said, 'You're a guest. Please, feel at home. Let's be friends.' He held
out his hand to Harry who looked at it and then finally took it and gave
it a sharp, little shake.

'Fine,' Harry said, 'we'll be friends.'

Draco breathed a sigh of relief. 'So, uh, do you like my home?'

Harry looked around at the lavishly upholstered furniture and the heavy
velvet drapes. 'I like it all right. I liked the Burrow better.'

'The what?'

'Never mind.' Harry took a sandwich from the tray and stuffed his mouth
with it.

Draco flinched back. His mother would have a heart attack if she saw
Draco eat like that. She always made sure he ate with small, delicate
bites. 'If you don't mind me asking, that is if I may…'

'Go ahead,' Harry said.

'Well, why are you here?'

'He's here for his own protection,' a dry voice said from the doorway.

Draco reeled round. 'Professor Snape!' he cried. He rushed across the
room and flung his arms around Professor Snape. Professor Snape patted
his head and then attempted to push him away, as if he were a dog, but
Draco clung on tighter, breathing in the musky scent of the man's robes.
'I've missed you so.'

'As have I,' Snape said, his eyebrow raised.

'You should come over more often. Father misses you too, and so does
mum.'

'I was just here this morning.'

Draco pouted. 'And you didn't come visit me?'

'You were probably studying.'

'Pooh studying, worst excuse ever. It's Easter and a Sunday. I most
definitely have the day off.' Draco pressed up against Professor Snape
and gave him his saddest eyes.

'Draco,' Snape said warningly.

Draco let go with huff. 'I suppose I don't count anymore. You've
replaced me.' He looked sideways at Harry and breathed a heavy sigh.

'Don't be ridiculous, Draco,' Snape said. 'I like you as much as ever.'

'Really?'

'Really. Now go off and play. Your father and I have business to
discuss.'

'What sort of business?'

'Draco,' Snape said warningly.

'What? Why must I be left out of everything.'

'Because you're a child. Now go to your room and take Harry with you.'

'Must I?'

'You must.' Snape said. 'Go on.' He pushed Draco and Harry towards the
door. 'Have fun.'

'Come on,' Draco told Harry. 'I've got lots of toys upstairs.' He
paused. 'You do play don't you?' Draco wondered if children who murdered
dark lords were above playing games.

Harry's eyes lit up, but he kept his voice steady. 'When I have the
time.'

They went up the stairs and into Draco's spacious bedroom where the sun
came washing in, turning the white walls a pale yellow. Draco threw
himself down onto a lion skin rug and tapped the top of a mahogany
chest. 'Here's my toys,' he said. 'They're all unique and of the finest
quality. Toy soldiers that march, dancing bears, talking dwarves, flying
fairies, leaping centaurs, rude goblins, toy house elves for picking up
the other toys, and well, others. You can see for yourself.'

He opened the chest, and Harry and he both looked in together. The toys
were all lying in a large heap on the bottom of the chest, but as the
sunlight touched them, they started twitching and then moving about.
Harry's eye grew wide as a purple pixie flew out and landed on his nose.

'A real pixie would have bitten you,' Draco said. 'We have one in a cage
in the basement, but I'm not allowed to play with it. Mum says it's too
dangerous.'

Harry nodded and reached down and picked up a centaur, set it on the
hardwood floor. It galloped about. Draco and Harry watched it awhile,
giggling. Then they set another centaur down, and the two centaurs raced
each other across Draco's room, while the two boys cheered on their
centaur of choice. They played while the sun set, and the room was
darkening with the coming evening when Professor Snape came in. His face
was rather pale, and his left hand shook slightly.

'What's wrong, professor?' Draco asked.

'We must leave immediately,' Snape said.

'What for?' asked Harry.

'We're in danger. I'll explain later.'

'What about my parents?' Draco said. 'Where are they?'

'They're already gone. I told them I would take care of you. Quick now,
we must go.'

'What about my aunt?' Harry said.

'She's already outside. No more arguments.' Snape walked over to the
window and threw it open. He then went back to the boys. 'Hold on
tight.'

Though bewildered, Harry and Draco obeyed, wrapping their arms around
Snape.

'Are we going to fly, professor?' Draco asked.

'Yes.' Snape moved his wand over the boys sealing their clothes onto his
robes. The sensation tickled Draco, and he giggled. 'Draco,' Snape said,
'no giggling.'

'It tickles.'

'Well, it's over now.' Snape hurled himself through the open window.
Draco felt his stomach jump, and he saw the fields coming closer and
closer. He shuddered, but Snape leveled in the air, flew smoothly
forward across the front garden and towards the gate. The sweet scent of
blackthorn was strong in the air. Draco saw the peacocks strolling along
pecking the ground, and he wondered what kind of danger they were in, if
the birds weren't frightened. He looked at Snape, but Snape was
concentrating on gliding and had no time for words. Harry was clutched
to the other side of Snape, laughing with excitement. Draco looked down
again. They were passing swiftly over the Malfoy land, moving towards a
small wood. It was strange flying like this, without a broom. Father
said that the Dark Lord had taught some of the Death Eaters broomless
flight, but Draco had a hard time believing and imagining it, but now
here he was experiencing it for himself. It was amazing, the wind waving
his hair, blowing through his clothes, burying itself in every crevice
of his body, Hopefully, someday he could fly like this on his own. He
could be a Death Eater. It would make his father proud.

They landed near the wood. Snape ran in and pulled out a woman. She was
tall, thin, and shivering in a red dress.

'Who is she?' Draco asked.

'This is Harry's aunt,' Snape said.

'The muggle?'

'Yes.'

Draco stared at Harry's muggle aunt closely. She was looking wide-eyed
back at the manor house. Yes, he supposed she could be a muggle. He had
always expected them to look fundamentally different from him or at
least have a strange aura about them. He didn't know why. All the muggle
he had seen in picture books looked quite human, and now he realized his
mistake. It wasn't that muggles had something that made them different.
It was that they lacked something that wizards had. They were ordinary,
and he extraordinary. This realization made him feel special, so he
looked almost with pity on Harry's aunt. It wasn't her fault she was
born so low, as long as she stayed in her place, he was fine with her,
and she did seem to be listening to Snape. Muggles were like house elves
Draco guessed. They weren't evil. They just needed to be kept in line.

'We must move quickly,' Snape said.

Draco turned to Snape. 'But what about my parents?'

'They'll join us later. But we must get out of here. Now I want all of
you to hold onto me. I'm going to apparate us out of here.'

'Where are we going to go?' Draco asked. 'Will my parents be there?'

'My house for the moment, see if it's empty, and then on,' Snape said.
'Quit worrying about your parents. They're fine.'
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This is too easy, Severus thought as they boarded the train. He looked
back over his shoulder at the platform, but there was no one there. He
had everyone discard their wands, as the Ministry could track them that
way. As Harry put it, they were 'muggling' their way out of Scotland.
Severus had actually smiled when Harry had said that, though he had
quickly turned the corners of his lips back down when Harry noticed. He
didn't want to, but he was slowly becoming attached to James's son. Here
he was putting everything on the line for Harry, walking down the aisle
of a train, as it rumbled, already starting to move down the track. No
turning back now.

Remus took the window seat near the back of the third car pulled the
curtain half way across the window. He looked tired, dark circles were
visible under his closing eyes. He hadn't managed to get out of the
country when Severus had sent him off, so they had met up near the
English border. They were leaving by the Gatwick airport, going to
Boston and then onwards from there. Severus wanted to lose himself in a
big city. Of course, he would always have to be on full alert, move when
there was any sign of someone catching up or on to them, but the world
was big, big enough to get lost in. They probably wouldn't stay in the
US. There was too much connection between British and American wizards,
but neither he nor Remus had much money on hand, so they had chosen
cheap tickets that took them a little ways. When they got more money,
from working or borrowing or stealing, they could move on, maybe go
somewhere like Gambia or Croatia, somewhere unexpected.

Harry had money, but they had been unable to take it out of the bank
without raising suspicions. Petunia had taken some of hers. She was
careful about using it, which Severus was relieved to find. The stress
was wearing on her though. She kept having panic attacks. Luckily Remus
was good at soothing people. Severus could never have managed. It was
strange to actually be happy to have Remus and Petunia with him. He felt
less alone, more hopeful that they could leave the country. He didn't
know why. It wasn't rational. It would be easier to escape by himself,
but having others with him, supporting his decisions, that lifted his
spirits. He was still wary, but he felt better than he had in over a
decade.

'I'm hungry,' Dudley said.

'We'll have lunch in an hour,' Petunia said, 'I brought sandwiches.'

'I'm hungry now.'

Petunia pulled an apple out of her cloth bag. 'Here, have this for now.'

Dudley took it and clamped his jaws into it, slurped up the juice.

'I want one too,' Draco said.

Petunia handed him another apple.

'This one's gold,' Draco said, 'I want a red one like his.'

'Draco, be quiet,' Severus said, 'eat the apple.'

Draco obeyed, growing quiet and gazing up at Severus with eyes filled
with awe and admiration. Severus wasn't sure what he was going to do
about Draco. Taking him out of the country was kidnapping, but he didn't
know if he wanted the boy to return to parents who were going to turn
him into a muggle hater. Severus liked Draco. He remembered holding him
as a baby, how small and sweet he had looked in his gowns, and how Draco
had always smiled, had always been happy to see him. Draco's parents
were still sleeping and would be until noon tomorrow because of a potion
he had slipped into their drinks. When they awoke they wouldn't trust.
When they awoke he would have no more Death Eater connections. And if
Dumbledore caught him, he would likely spend the rest of his days in
Azkaban or get his soul sucked out by a dementor's kiss. He had no
friends besides the ones beside him, but for the first time in his life,
he felt he was doing something right. It was right because it was
utterly stupid and frightening but left him feeling better about
himself. He was scared, so were Remus and Petunia, but if they stuck
together, there was a possibility things would work out.

Remus fell asleep ten minutes into the train ride, Petunia ten minutes
after that. The boys talked a while together before they too were
slumbering. Severus felt a growing sense of urgency, because god, they
trusted him, and he had broken trust so many times before, and he didn't
want to mess up this time. He looked down at the sleeves of his red,
hooded jacket and reached up to feel the shortness of his new haircut.
He only wished he had had the time to get his hands on some polyjuice
potion.

'We're going to be okay,' Severus said out loud.

'Mhmm?' Petunia said. Her blue eyes opened, and she stared up at him.

'Nothing.'

The train rattled on. Petunia moved closer to Severus, away from the
sleeping boys. 'Do you really think so?'

'What?'

'That we'll be okay?'

'I don't know. I was very stupidly trying to reassure myself.'

Petunia nodded. 'The best we can do is try.'

'No,' said Severus, 'if we hadn't tried we wouldn't be in so much
danger. We cannot afford to fail, Petunia.'

Petunia shivered, looked down at Dudley and then at Harry.

'I'm sorry for sounding sharp,' Severus said, 'I just think it's better
if you know the truth.' He shook his head. 'This is my fault.'

'Why? Why is it your fault?'

Severus turned, and suddenly he realized that she didn't know. She
didn't know it was him who told the Dark Lord about the prophecy. He
looked over at Remus, but Remus was sleeping. Good, she wouldn't have to
know.

'I should have bought time somehow,' Severus said, 'planned out our
travel in more detail.'

'Well, that can't be undone. Try to rest, Severus. I'll keep watch now.'

Surprisingly, Severus did rest. He fell asleep an hour before they get
to the station, and Remus shook him awake.

'We have to go,' Remus said quietly. He nodded towards an older woman
near the front of the car. 'She's a squib.'

'How do you know that?'

'I knew her, briefly.'

'Did she recognize you? Is she following us?' Severus looked over at
Petunia, who was pale again, her arms around Harry and Dudley. Draco was
still asleep with his head on Severus's lap.

'I don't know. I just woke up, and I didn't notice her before. We've got
to get out of here.'

'If she's tracking us, she'll know we're going to the airport.'

Remus glanced back over at the squib, who was wiping her bifocals on her
fluffy green cardigan. 'Yes.'

'So, what do you propose we do?'

'Get out of the train and buy a newspaper.'

'Why?'

'We walk round town, casually. Find a place to stay, go to a restaurant
and order a meal. They think they have more time to gather their forces.
When they leave us alone, we go to the airport, we take the next plane
out.'

'You seem to have this whole sneaking around thing packed down well.'

'Well,' Remus said, smiling, 'I was a Maurader.'

Severus raised an eyebrow. 'How could I forget?'



Three hours later, Severus was absolutely certain they had lost the
squib. After breakfasting in Brighton, they had returned to the airport.
It would be another two and a half hours before their flight took off,
so Severus had them sit discreetly off to the side.

'You must be very quiet,' he told the boys.

'I want my mum,' Draco said, 'I want my daddy.'

'I know,' Severus said. He could tell Draco was tiring of the adventure
and wanted to go home, but he didn't know what to do. He couldn't send
the child back alone. He should have left Draco, asleep with his
parents, but he hadn't had the strength to leave him there unconscious.
If only there was someone in the area he trusted, but his list of
friends was few and quickly dwindling. 'You'll see them soon enough,' he
lied.

Draco sat on the floor near the window and looked out at the places.
'They're so big.'

'Shh,' Severus said, 'and get away from the window.'

Draco dragged himself across the floor and slumped on the floor near
Severus's seat. Two hours staggered by, and then the plane was boarding
early. They mixed themselves in with the crowd, had their passports and
boarding passes checked. All was in order. They got on the plane, took
their seats in the economy section. Severus felt his heart pounding in
his ear, and then his ears were ringing because they were taking off. He
looked down at landing below. There was nothing unusual. And then they
were leaving the landing behind. One hour passed, then another.

'We made it,' Severus said.

'We're not there yet,' Remus said, 'maybe they're waiting for us on the
other side.'

Severus shook his head. 'No, no, if they knew, they would be here
already. I know them, I know all of them. We made it.' He looked out the
window at the noonday sun. 'We're free. I'm finally, finally free.' A
sense of wonder passed through him. He didn't have to answer to anyone,
not Dumbledore, not the dark lord, not anyone. In this moment, he could
dive from the plane and be happy. He was flying, flying away, from the
mess, from the terrible entanglement that had twisted him throughout his
life. He was happy.

Petunia smiled, a warm smile, not a sneer, not a half smile, not an
obligatory one either, it was real. She was smiling at him.

'There's still Sirius,' Remus said

'Yes, yes,' Severus said, 'you can go back for him later, but we're
doing this. We're getting out. We're saving Harry.'

Remus looked down at Harry, who was gazing out the window with wide
eyes. 'That we are.'

Finis


